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Alaska State Legislature e ax so

(907) 465-4949

Mgmb.ci Randy PhIIIIpS P.Oinéec:;mmz
State Representative Eagle River AK 99577
House Finance Committee House District 15 (907) 694-1949
Memorandum
T0: Representative Richard Foster, Chairman

House Transportation Committee
FROM:  Representative Randy Phillips
DATE:  January 22, 1991

RE: Sponsor Statement in Support of House Bill 402
"An Act naming the Glenn G. Briggs Bridge."

Glenn G. Briggs_ was a pioneer businessman and philanthropist who made
ma{pr contributions to Alaska and to the Chuglak-Eagle River area in
particular. He died on May 10, 1990 at the age ot 87.

In 1932, Glenn Brings was chosen by the U.S. government to to assist in
the development of native-owned reindeer herds on the Seward Peninsula.
With the outbreak of World War II, the reindeer project came to an end.
In 1943 he decided that Eaﬁ_le River was "a good place to park the pigs.",
he then devoted the rest of his life to making the community a place where
Beople like to live. Glenn Briggs purchased a 160 acre homestead in Eagle
iver and started a hog farm, meat-packing house and smoke house. 2

Mr. Bri(tlgs developed one of the first subdivisions in Eagle River. He
helped 10 devequ the Eagle River Shopping Center and the Parkgate
Professional Building. Mr. Briggs underwrote the costs of writing and
ﬁ_ubhshln? the book sBeTween Two rivers, by Marjorie Cochrane, a

istory of the Chugiak-Eagle River area. He was instrumental in
organizing the Chu |ak-Ea(t;Ie River Chamber of Commerce, the Eagle
River Lions Club, Knik Little Leaﬂ]ue and several other organizations. He
Was ?_artlcularly supportive of youth and established scholarships that have
benefitted a number of local high school students,



The true extent of Glenn G. Briggs' phllan_thro_?y will never be known as
he often used fictitious names to 1dentify his gifts. He refused requests to
be photographed in connection with contributions and asked that he not be
identified for his support of non-profit organizations,

Glenn G. Briggs was a man who refused to be reco?nized for his
contributions while I|V|n%. It is fitting that we should now give him the
recognition he deserved by naming the Hiland Bridge in his honor,

If you have any questions do not hesitate to call me at 4949.
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Rivers and the next year work began on the Palmer Highway. The
highway was ajoint accomplishment of Anchorage Light and Power
and Alaska Roud Commission. Each built twelve miles of the
meandering one-lane highway.

It was a highway in name only. Mary Sicbenthaler Bryant, who
moved to Palmer with her hushand when he was hired to help build
the colony, remembered it as “ the awfullest road. When it was icy,
you couldn't get around the curves. The road was so bad in winter
that when we got to Eklutna Flats 1'd usually say, "Stop, | want
to get out and walk!"

Peter Bagoy, who had gone to work for the road commission in
1927, said that after freezeup, late in the fall of 1936, motorists could
drive from Anchorage to Palmer. “ It was not a good road," he
added, "but it was passable.”

But Melva Pippel called the road “ the most interesting thing thut
ever happened in Southcentral Alaska.Melva and her husband
Walter were colonists, newly arrived from Minnesota, and a decade
later, they would have ninety acres of vegetables under cultivation
in Eagle River. But when they reached Palmer in 1936, there were
only eighteen miles of road in the Matanuska Valley. The colonists,
used to thousands of miles of highways in the states, often felt
trapped.

The Palmer Highway was " ... a title narrow road, a one-car road
with turnouts,” Melva said. But when it was opened, "You never
saw so many happy people. They had someplace to go." She and
Walter drove an old truck to Anchorage to attend their first Fur
Rendezvous that winter. She wore "a long red velvet gown over that
little old narrow highway and Walter was all dressed up too." The
following summer they took their four children to Anchorage's
Fourth of July celebration. Melva remembered “all the old gold
miners and trappers” who came to town for the Fourth. “They
would take our little kids and buy candy for them. They were the
kindest people . . . and talk about a wonderful time!"

Another traveler on the Palmer Highway not long after it was first
opened was Glenn Briggs, a reindeer unit manager for the Depart-
ment of the Interior in Western Alaska. He had been in Alaska since
1932, but had not visited the Southcentral area, and he was interested
in its potential for livestock raising.

Briggs had graduated from lowa State with a major in animal
husbandry and a minor in economics. After graduation, he went to
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work for Armour Packing Company in Chicago. Western Alaska,
at that time, was populated with reindeer which had been introduced
several decades earlier to help provide Natives with a new source
of meat when the area was threatened by food shortages. Gradually,
many of the herds had been acquired by Lomen Company. Lomen
deer and Native-owned herds had become intermixed, and by 1932,
the Department of the Interior had ordered that only Natives would
be allowed to own the herds. Negotiations began to return the herds
of non-Natives tc the Eskimos. Department of the Interior represen-
tatives visited the Mid-West, looking for persons experienced in
animal hushandry who would represent the Natives during the
changeover. Briggs was one of the four unit managers hired.

In Anchorage, on vacation, he met I.M.C. Anderson, head of the
Farm Home Administration, and talked with him about the
possibility of livestock raising in Southcentral Alaska. Anderson took
him to Palmer, driving over the gravel, winding road closely bordered
by willows. Briggs liked the looks of the country Anderson showed
him and was convinced that he would like to return when his job
with the Department of the Interior ended.

Enroute to Palmer, Briggs and Anderson probably passed a small,
flat-roofed roadhouse near Upper Fire Lake. In 1934, before the
bridge across Eagle River was completed, Ken Laughlin filed on 160
acres adjoining the Siebenthaler's homestead to the east. His land
included Upper Fire Lake, and, in 1935, he built a small two-room
cabin on a hill above the north end of the lake. The cabin was
probably typical of many of the “ prove-up" homestead dwellings.
Its central room contained a wood stove, sink, cupboards, a small
dining space and a daybed. A small bedroom opened off the main
room. The floor and ceiling joists were of rough-cut spruit, and the
exterior walls were covered with rounded spruce slats. Between the
vertical slats and the framing was a layer of cardboard insulation.

Laughlin was an organist in the Empress Theater in Anchorage.
In his free time, he hauled materials for his cabin by dog team from
the Green Lake Loop Road, north of Anchorage. Laughlin had his
cabin completed in time to open what might be called the first fast-
food service in Chugiak - Eagle River. The new Palmer Highway
was being built below the cabin, and Laughlin took over a construc-
tion campsite where he sold hotdogs and hamburgers to highway
crews.

Peter Bagoy remembered stopping there for coffee. Since Laughlin



Chapteé

Lovely Fields
Below the Mountains:
The Homesteading Years

NTICIPATING THE NEED for a base in Southcentral
AUaska, the federal government had withdrawn land for a

military reservation by Presidential proclamation in 1939. The reser-

vation swallowed several homesteads hetween Anchorage and Eagle
River. North of Eagle River, between the river and Birchwood, a
quarter-mile-widc strip of land along the Palmer Highway was
withdrawn. The military reservation surrounded the Siebcnlhalcr

(38)
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homesteads. Frank and Finn had already given up mink farming and
moved to Anchorage where Fina operated a greenhouse and Frank
was a federal worker. Slim and Elsie still used their cabin for weekend
outings. On May 1, 1941, both homesteads were withdrawn by
executive order with the understanding that if the land were ever
released, the Siebenthalers would be given the opportunity to buy
it back for the same amount that the government paid them for it.
The land was apparently used only for a “rest and recuperation”
site for enlisted men. Not long after the war began, the cabin burned
to the ground. Mary Sichenthaler suspected that “'it was probably
just some soldier who didn't know how to build a fire right.”

Late in the fall of 1941, when Margaret and Paul Swanson were
honeymooning in their one-room apartment, Glenn and Mary Lou
Briggs celebrated their fifth wedding anniversary in Nome. The events
that had led to their marriage began in 1930 in Kotzebue, when trader
Tom Barriman's new wife Molly set out to trade for furs upriver.
She paid the equivalent of $2.50 for each of the muskrat skins she
bought. When Barriman shipped them to his partner, Ernest
Patterson, in Seattle, Patterson could market them for only 49 cents
apiece. The financial fiasco convinced Patterson that he needed a
representative in Kotzebue to handle his business. He sent b:'
daughter, Teresa Campbell, north. A widow, Teresa was no
newcomer to Alaska. She had helped her late husband run a store
in Nome during the gold rush days. But there were few white worsen
in Kotzebue when she arrived in the early '30's and she was homesick.
She sent for her daughter Mary Lou tojoin her at the trading post."

Glenn Briggs' job with the Reindeer Service took him to most
towns on the Seward Peninsula. By the time he got to Kotzebue,
however, Mary Lou had left for California to study dress design and
millinery. Two years later, when she returned, she and Glenn met.
Mary Lou put her new dress-designing skills to work to make a street-
Icngth, coral taffeta wedding dress. The wedding ceremony was held
Novemcher 18, 1936, in her mother's home. The next day Glenn left
by dog team for three weeks of reindeer work.

By the time World War Il began, the transfer of reindeer to Native
ownership was nearly completed. In December of 1942, Glenn was
released from the Reindeer Service. He went immediately to Juneau
to enlist in the Army, only to learn that married men over 38 would
not be accepted.

In Anchorage, 8,000 servicemen were stationed* at Fort
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Richardson. Glenn saw the opportunity to help supply the base with
fresh meat, which was scarce during the war, by setting up the
livestock operation he had planned for so many years. All non-
military shipping to Alaska was prohibited during the war, but Glenn
received permission from Territorial Governor Ernest Grucning to
move a shipment of hogs to Alaska. He arranged with Major General
Simon Dolivar Buckner to use garbage from the base to feed the pigs,
lie asked his brother Dale to buy a carload of hogs — 76 gilts
and 4 boars — in Nebraska nnd ship them to Seattle. While he
awaited their arrival, Glenn built special crates, each designed to hold
four pigs. Glenn accompanied the hogs by ship to Seward and loaded
them on nrailroad car for Anchorage. But he had no place to house
them once they were unloaded. He set up a makeshift conal beyond
town, in the woods at the end of Merrill Field, while he looked for
land.'

Glenn wanted to settle as near the base as possible. The first piece
of private property north of the main portion of the base was Jack
Cobol's homestead in Eagle River. By
luck, Cobol had already decided to sell
the land. A week after Glenn reached
Anchorage with his pigs, he paid Cobol
$7600 for the 160 acres, the small log
cabin, an old Plymouth car, and a few
pieces of equipment. On June 1, he
trucked his pigs from Anchorage to
Eagle River and turned their shipping
crates into temporary hog houses. With
the 57600, the Cobols bought the Lane
[lotcl at 4th and C in Anchorage which
they operated for several years.

When Glenn and Mary Lou moved
onto their new homestead, the valley

Glenn and Mary Lon Briggs on the
steps of the Cobol homestead cabin
dortly after they purchased it in
1913. dunces piioioi

The Homesteading Years |

The original Jack Cobol homestead cabin on Meadow
Creek, photographed in 1943. @Brigos photo)

George Morelander, Ht, principal of the Eklulna
Industrial School from 1942 to 1945 when students were
transferred to Sitlka, often v'sited the pig farm and
Ekiutna students hellped har est the Briggses’ potato
orops. (iiKirt's riioioi

was a broad expanse almost solidly covered with timber. The only
clearings were the 20 acres on their property and the 20 acres that
Nyberg had cleared. Their water came from Meadow Creek which
flowed down from the Chugach Mountains through their land. They
hand-dug wells for water for the hogs. Glenn built a brood house
and a farrowing shed. The next spring they planted potatoes in the
clearing beside the cabin and that fall they hired students from
Ekiutna school to harvest the crop.
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From the windows of the log cabin, Mary Lou could see the Palmer
Highway and the treacherous hill beyond the river bridge. In the
winter when the hill was icy, she watched anxiously for the garbage
truck which Glenn drove each morning to the base for the day's supp-
ly of pig food. It was always a relief, she remembered, when she
saw the truck safely reach the bottom of the hill.

The initial hogs which Dale Briggs had hand-picked for Glenn in
Nebraska were purebred Hampshires, selected for their hardiness.
Glenn brought two carloads of grain to Alaska, along with the hogs,
and for the first two years he supplemented the base garbage with
the grain. By the time the grain was gone, however, it was apparent
that the pigs did not need it and they were fed only the Fort
Richardson leftovers.

Probably no pigs ever had a more exotic diet. The Army was
wasteful. Some days there would be as many as 25 or 30 carcasses
of lambs tossed out almost unused "because the military didn't like
lamb," Glenn said. He hauled turkey and dressing" and case after
case of Spam, the cans unopened but pierced so that they could not
be used by civilians. Mary Lou took some of the garbage to feed
the chickens which she raised both for eggs and for eating.

In the winter months, which the Briggses remembered as much
colder in the 1940's than they were in later years, Glenn kept a
kerosene heater burning under the garbage-hauling truck to keep the
oil warm. For weeks at a time, the thermometer registered 40 helow
zero. After Glenn left in the mornings for the base, Mary Lou moved
the heater to the middle of a washtub in the chicken coop "and the
chickens perched around the edge of the tub, keeping their toes
warm.”

At night the pigs were bedded 30 to 40 to a shed where hody heat
kept them warm. In extremely cold weather, the heat the pigs
generated was a problem in itself. When the hogs left the sheds to
feed, the sudden exposure to the cold caused occasional cases of
pneumonia in the herd.

When Glenn returned with his load of garbage, the feed was spread
on eating platforms for the pigs. But the platforms attracted black
bears and the hears often stole not only garbage but the pigs, too.
The bears came in over the fences and dragged the pigs out. Glenn
would find their carcasses later in the nearby woods. He had help,
however, from Fort Richardson soldiers in controlling the bear
population.
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"It was a big deal for military people to get away from the post,”
Glenn said. "On weekends, they'd come out to help with the farm
work, just tc get away from the base and have a homecookcd meal."

When the bears became a nuisance, Glenn furnished guns for
bear-hunting cxcusions, The first few years more than 40 black
bears were killed near the homestead. Mary Lou rewarded the hunters
with Sunday dinners which were even more of an attraction than
the hunt itself. Hungry for home-cooking, the scrvi:cinen enjoyed
the pork roasts and hams she served, along with garden produce and
horne-baked desserts.

In 194, theflat—topped lesking roof of the Cobol cabin
was replaced by the liriggsss with a new gable roof.
Soldiersfrom 1"at Richardson helped with the repairs
in exchangefor a home-cooked meal .~ NiitN:<;s M 0 {<»

During their frst winter on the homestead the Briggses
discovered that the flat roof on the cabin leaked. When they decided
to replace it with a gable roof, hair a dozen men from the base
volunteered to help. "We put the gable on in one weekend," Glenn
said, "and they wouldn't take any pay."

Years later, the Briggses were still receiving letters Irom some of
the former servicemen, telling them how much they had enjoyed the
experience on the homstead.

Despite the volunteer help, there was more work than two people
could handle. The need for more land for the expanding hog
operation had led Glenn and Mary Lou to buy a 120 acre tract to
the south of their homestead which had been staked by a man named
Bailey who had never moved onto his property. In 1944, Dale Briggs



Richardson and as soon as hans on
non-military travel were lifted, his
wife Ruth came to Alaska to join
him. With her were their four
children: Lynn (10), Glenn (8),
Michael (6) and Mark (3). Dale
was credited by his children with
winning the war single-handed.
On the day that be was drafted,
Germany surrendered. The day
that be was sworn in, the Japanese
called it quits.”

Meanwhile, Dale had filed for
a 160-acre tract oT land adjoining
Glenn and Mary Lou's homestead
to the north. During his time off
from the base, Dale began

building a log cabin and proving brotrer Glenn in the opera-

up on his land. N
The shell of the cabin went up o Ofmho%...(.ccs]-”om)

in the summer of 1946. The family

lived in base housing on Fort Richardson until the house was
completed. It was built on a rise overlooking the pig farm. One of
the children's tasks during the summer was to haul water from
Meadow Creek to the house. Mary Lou's strawberry patch bordered
the creek and, in exchange for helping to tend the berries, the children
were allowed to sell strawberries at a roadside stand beside the Palmer
Highway. The berries were huge and beautiful, their mother
remembered. A handful filled a pint-sizc basket, which the children
sold for 50 cents.

In the early days of livestock operation, Glenn look his hogs to
Palmer for butchering, but that was so expensive that he began
processing the meat himself. He built a smokehouse as well as a
slaughterhouse, and sold hams and sausage to most of the hotels
in Anchorage. Before long he was grossing $40,000 annually. “ It
was a lot of money then," he said. "The cost of operating was low."

In 1944, Dale lIngs, rigt,
camefrom Kansas to join his

Africans, a few Pilgrims. They named their homestead "Quanta La
Goose Farm," a parody of a Spanish song entitled "Quanto Lc

Gusto" that was popular in the 1940's.

The couple raised chickens as well as geese and sold both eggs and
fryers. The chickens led to one of the first experiments with solar
heating in the area. Reese built coops with plexiglass windows

it.

£xccpt for theX.Briggs farm, there was little other development
along the first few miles of the Palmer Highway north of the Eagle
River bridge until the late 1940's. But the Lars Nybcrg property had
changed hands. Waller Pippel had become disillusioned with the
marketing restrictions imposed on farmers in thcMatanuska Project.
In 1936 Ins fields had produced the first marketable produce in the
colony. "We had the most beautiful crop of vegetables in Palmer
you ever saw," Melva remembered.

But Pippel did not want to be told how and when lie could market
the vegetables. He filed suit against the colony’s regulations. Three
years later, after Pippel received an out-of-court settlement, the
family left Alaska to return to Minnesota. His fight with the govern-
ment did not dampen Pippcl's enthusiasm for the possibilities of
agriculture in the territory. Shortly before World War Il, the family

The one-lare “highway " between /aimer and Anchorage
in the early 1990) spassed through thick unbroken stands
ofbirch and spruce. The only clearingsAlere at the Cobol,
Nyberg and Laughlin homesteads. niiucos roim

s1i5.0Q nuu Jim, jumcu nun. V_iUyCcC NUU iouiiu an unoccupico caotn
which had been built by Harold Swank o1t federal land a Tew miles
north or Fire Lake Lodge at mile 18.5 or the Palmer Highway. Swank
had not been able to claim the land and had given up the cabin. The
Parkscs staked five acres which included the cabin as soon as the
area was opened for homesile development in January of 1945, Later,
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to Eagle River could pick up their mail without driving to Anchorage.

As Christmas of 1947 approached, the families put aside their
worries about power, school, and fires for acommunity celebration
of the holidays. They planned a potluck supper and a Christmas party
at which Santa would distribute presents. The Parkses volunteered
the use of their coffee shop. Three women agreed to make and fill
20 Christmas stockings for the smaller children. Vernon Haik
donated a supply of red flagging for stocking material. Cloyce Parks
offered to cut and decorate a tree. Fred Hasckocster worked with
Cloyce for several days in mid-December to build tables and henches
to seat the sixty-three children and adults. Daria Alex said she would
make popcorn balls for all the youngsters.

The party of December 23 was declared “ a great success.” Tables
were decorated with candles and bnskets of frosted leaves and spruce
branches. A report in the Community Club minutes indicates that
"Sgt. Lane carved the tasty meat loaves. Sgt. Duncan and his men
brought a handsome chocolate cake which was served at the end of
the party.”

In the midst of after-dinner games, Santa himself arrived, look-
ing suspiciously like Paul Swanson, who had agreed earlier to
"extend a personal invitation to Santa.” He distributed toys and
stockings to the children and the 50-cent gifts which each adult had
brought. The party broke up about midnight. “ It was a Merry
Christmas," the report concluded.”

The Eagle River homesteaders did not join the community club
until later. In 1947, the only lights to shine through the Christmas
dark were from the cabins of Glenn and Dale Briggs and two new
families who were homesteading to the east.

Arthur and Eleanor Braendel and Frank and Jo Brink had filed
for adjoining land that summer. The two couples had become friends
through a Little Theater group in Anchorage not long after they had
arrived shortly after the war ended.

It was music, not drama, that had introduced Eleanor and Arthur
across the continent in 1943. Both were New Yorkers. Eleanor had
enrolled at Cornell University to study accounting. Arthur, who had
enlisted in the Navy, was sent to Cornell for a special three-months
diesel engineering course. A cellist, he began looking for siring
players interested in forming a string quartet. Eleanor and her viola

answered his bulletin board ad.
At the end of the three months, Arthur shipped out to the South
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Pacific where he spent the rest of the war in the tropics. When the
war ended, lie went in search of "someplace cold" to recover from
the heat and humidity of the past two years." He'd planned only
a short visit to Alasku. But when he reached Juneau, he was hired
by the FAA as n mechanical engineer and was transferred to
Anchorage not long afterwards. He proposed to Eleanor by mail.

In the fall of 1946, Eleanor set ou' for Seattle from her home in
New York by train, lugging Arthur's cello, her viola and violin, and
a 50-pound chest of silverware Arthur'sme *r had given them for
a wedding present. The conductor let her store the cello in a closet
that held dir'v linens. It was empty when they left New York, but
the farther west the train traveled, the more dirty linens piled up
in the closet until finally the cello was crowded out. Arthur met
Eleanor in Seattle where they were married. They left immediately
for Anchorage and a new life together.

That winter they helped found the Anchorage Symphony, and met
the Brinks when they provided music for one of the Little Theater
productions that Frank was directing. The Bri.iks were from
Pennsylvania. After he was discharged from the Navy, Frank had
taken ajob with war surplus in Anchorage. Later, he opened an ice
cream business with four other persons on Martin's Dairy near
Merrill Field. The business was not a success and Frank's partner
skipped town, leaving him to pay off the debts.

Both couples shared a desire to "get out in the woods” although
they had not come from farming backgrounds. Besides, housing was
difficult to find in Anchorage. Early in the summer of 1947, they
drove to Eagle River for a picnic and hiked from the end of the
Briggses’ road up the mountain, looking for a possible homesitc.
They chose land bordering Meadow Creek hoth for the water the
creek would supply and for the southern exposure.

The Braendels staked 154.6 acres, the Brinks 160. Arthur hired
a "taciturn” bulldozer operator, he said, to brush out a road between
the two homesteads to the creek. Brink, whom Arthur described as
having "an erring sense of direction," had flagged the road. Arthur,
wearing a red shirt, told the dozer operator to follow him while he
followed the flags. He hadn't counted on the speed of the dozer
operator or the problem in locating Brink's route. "There were trees
falling down right behind me and | was running as fast as | could
go. Finally the dozer operator stopped to cat lunch. That's what
saved me from certain death," Arthur said.
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Glenn Briggs, who had worked hard for orderly growth for Eagle
River, was elected as the first Assemblyman from the community.
Glenn had supported the establishment of a state park along Eagle
River at the Glenn Highway bridge crossing when the Division of
Lands a year or two earlier made available lands dedicated to mental
health uses, but he wanted to see restrictions on additional land
releases proposed for residential use. In a letter he sent to the Division
of Lands, Glenn noted that 1800 acres of small tracts in Birchwood
and the Eagle River bridge area had been sold with no restrictions.

“Today Birchwood is a blighted area," he wrote. * Spotted
throughout are some nice homes and in most instances each is
surrounded by shacks, substandard dwellings, and abandoned starts.
Today in the Eagle River Small Tract block there is one F.H.A.
approved house and perhaps a dozen others which could with some
modifications meet F.H.A. minimum requirements. Fewer than half
of the original tracts have any improvements. In some instances tracts
were not developed because of the impracticability or impossibility
of getting access roads to them. Others did not provide reasonably
suitable building sites." _

He recommended that if the state disposed of the mental health
land for residences, lots should be laid out with the contour of the
land so each would have a suitable building site; that covenants
should be established to make sure homes met minimum F.H.A.
requirements and public health standards; and that roads should be
roughed in to provide access to all lots.

Briggs warned that although there was justification in 1953 for
making small lots available without restrictions, * there is no justifica-
tion for the policy now with the Eagle River area established as a
growing community.”"

He concluded that the sale of land for residences should be con-
trolled over a period of several years to provide for the extension
of fire protection, a school bus system, power and telephones, and
during his tenure on the borough Assembly he continued to push
for these improvements.

Eagle River had formed its own volunteer fire department in the
fall of 1959. Throughout the 1960's, it depended on subscriptions
and donations to keep it in operation. The first fire truck was a
750-gallon, 1942 tanker which was kept in part of Walt Pippel's
potato barr..

Much of the support for the fire department came from fund drives
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organized by the new Lions Club. Almost as soon as the club received
its charter, members began sponsoring Bingo games to finance the
purchase of new equipment for the firemen. In 1965, the club applied
foralong term land use permit for 40 acres near the river bluff which
they could develop for recreational use. Part of the Bingo proceeds
were used for the recreational program. Lions also helped buy the
first Eagle River ambulance. Lion vice president Tom Slankcr
attended the state's first Emergency Medical Technician training in
Sitka and volunteered for ambulance duty when he returned. Lions
sponsored community cleanups, brought the circus to town, and
conducted rabies clinics.

Little League baseball, the first organized sport in the community,
pre-dated the Lions' charter. In 1959, Tom slanker paid the SI25
sponsorship fee himself to allow local boys to join the Mountain
View League. CBA members volunteered to get a field rcady.al Eagle
River Elementary. In the meantime, youngsters practiced ball in Dale
Briggs' front yard. Four years later the program had grown large
enough to enable a separate Chugiak - Eagle River league to be
formed.

There were no hockey rinks in the community, but at Fire Lake,
where the Polycfkos had begun subdividing their properly, Bob
Boehm pumped water out of the lake in the winter to keep a rink
on the lake ice flooded and skatcable. He organized a hockey team
and coached neighborhood children. In Eagle River, a 10-lane bowl-
ing alley opened for business on the hillside above the shopping
center. Sled dog racing was popular and mushers organized a local
club. One of its members was Shirley Gavin. She won the world's
women's sled dog championships in 1966, 1969 and 1970.

East of Chugiak, where Little Peters Creek flowed down out of
the Chugach Mountains, Ray Beam and his sons began planning a
ski resort on their homestead in 1961. Building roads and putting
in three rope tows, the longest one 2,000 feet, were costly and time-
consuming. Not until 1967 did they have the area ready to open with
an A-frame lodge and a ski rental shop at the base of the nearly
treeless slopes.

The Ptarmigan Valley resort was short-lived, however. Plagued
with conflicting land claims and beset with financial troubles, the
Beams operated the ski area only one year and the land eventually
became part of Chugach State Park.

In late March of 1964, when Chugiak High School was under
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have given Chugiak - Eagle River direct representation in the State
Legislature for the first time, had heen struck down by the courts.
The new Northeast District which Egan thought should be established
was to extend from the Old Knik Bridge south to Mountain View
in Anchorage, a distance of 40 miles, to include Fort Richardson
and part of Muldoon as well as Chugiak - Eagle River. Although
a number of local residents had been candidates for the legislature
in primary elections, none had heen successful in the at-large races
in the single big district that included all of Anchorage.

When Egan's plan was rejected, the community was split instead
between the Mal-Su and Anchorage districts. Under a plan
formulated by the Supreme Court, Ekiutna, Peters Creek, Birchwood
and Chugiak were to be part of the Mat-Su District which had one
representative in the slate house. Fire Lake and Eagle River would
be in the Anchorage Northeast district. Five hundred residents sent
telegrams to the Supreme Court objecting to the division. Egan
expressed concern over splitting "the natural socio-economic area."
And the Star noted that "This community of 7500 persons, despite
the hyphen we use in the name Chugiak - Eagle River, is one. The
area on our side of the mountain is different from either the
Anchorage or the Mat-Su areas. Our problems arc different. Dif-
ferent solutions are needed. Solving the problems of our neighbors
to the north and south does not always solve problems here."'*

One long time Chugiak resident was bitter over the division
because, lie said, it came just when the community was begining to
pull together solidly, overcoming some of the ill feelings and
jealousies of past years. Not until the end of 1973, however, was
a new reapporlionment plan finally approved which reunited
Chugiak and Eagle River into a district that included Muldoon and
Mountain View areas, with four seats in the House and two in the
Senate.

In the intervening year, dissatisfaction with borough government
had mounted in the community. There were controversies over where
access sites from the old Glenn Highway onto the new four lane
freeway should be located; where the proposed extensions of the first
public sewers, built in 1972, should goy~hal site was best for a new
elementary school, and for a fire station. Planning for the new
facilities, residents felt, was too often done by borough newcomers
who were unfamiliar with the community. When officials presented
their proposals, residents were apt to find flaws and reject them.
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In the summer of 1973, an editorial in the July 26 edition of the
Star suggested that "The time has come for serious thought and
expeditious movement toward some form of incorporation for this
community." Already a group had been formed to push for secession
from the Greater Anchorage Area Borough. Incorporation, the
editorial continued, "would be a barrier against being swallowed
up by annexations or through unification” and would allow elected
local representatives "to plan for the community’s needs and speak
for it."

The Star noted disadvantages: the increased costs of local govern-
ment and the possibility that it would still become part of Anchorage
if a unification plan were ever accepted. But it argued that the cost
of government could be absorbed, and that services which the area
needed, like police protection and road maintenance, "would be
grandiose” if offered by Anchorage, while local residents were more
apt to favor only minimal, and less expensive, plans.

Assemblyman Ed Willis continued to advocate a second-class city
as the best solution. Glenn Briggs warned, however, that "It was
only with the clout and broad tax base of the Greater Anchorage
Area Borough that sewer service was made available to the Eagle
River area. Without sewers, the greater part of the business district
of Eagle River would have died . . . and many homes . .. would
now have been abandoned.”

He said an incorporated city could not afford the police protec-
tion, road improvements, and public water system that were needed
now more than ever.

Up and down the highway, more and more homes were going up.
The construction of the oii pipeline from Prudhoc Bay to Valdez
was gearing up. Although the pipeline itself would be built hundreds
of miles away, many of the workers who were coming to Alaska
from the southern oil states were buying homes in Chugiak - Eagle
River. As the population continued to grow rapidly, there were thefts
and break-ins, traffic ticups on the still-uncomplctcd highway
between the community and Anchorage, and an alarming number
of traffic accidents and deaths.

A wave of vandalism began that affected nearly every major local
business. George Malckos, who had opened the North Slope
Restaurant in Eagle River after astint as a cook on the North Slope
himself, described the damage. "They hit the liquor store, my
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rcstauranl, (he candy shop, the local tool rental business, the
lumberyard, the taxidermist."”

In-alarm, merchants and other residents formed a vigilante group
that patrolled the streets at night and checked to make sure doors
of businesses were locked.

Then, on December 7, 1973, an event occurred that was more
earthshaking for the community than the Good Friday earthquake
a decade earlier. At 2:50 a.m., 78,000 pounds of dynamite in a
storage bunker on Alaska Railroad land a mile northwest of Eagle
River exploded.

The blast jarred homes throughout the area, caused heavy property
damage, although no lives were lost, and was felt from Palmer to
Rabbit Creek. The storage bunker disintegrated, and the blast blew
out a large crater in its place. Trees and brush were knocked down

in a wide area.
At Eagle River Elementary, third graders reported their reactions

to the explosion.

"1l heard some rumbling and then | heard a big boom," one
youngster wrote. "My dad told us to get some warm clothes on. We
looked out the window and saw a big mushroom shaped smoke."

Another child reported that when the dynamite exploded, "our
garage door fell olf and flew away and my dad got excited."

A third noted that the first boom he heard "was the explosion.
The next boom was my father jumping out of bed|" "

Four persons, three of them 18-year-olds from Eagle River, were
arrested. They pleaded gquilty to using a home-made bomb to
detonate almost 40 tons of dynamite. Property owners filed claims
against the railroad and the eases dragged on for several years before
settlements were finally made. Despite the dangers that the blast had
made apparent, other nearby bunkers continued to be used to store
explosives over repeated objections from residents.

The explosion brought to a head the need for police protection
lor the area. Yet in a special election the following March, voters
rejected extension of borough police powers by a margin of 50 votes.
The measure passed in Eagle River, Fire Lake, and Chugiak precincts
but failed in Eagle River Valley, Birchwood and Peters Creek. A
lack of confidence in borough operation of a police department was
blamed by some for the election’s failure. Others feared that the costs
of police protection would increase uncontrollably; some saw the
g'sultr as a vote not against the proposed service area but against
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the borough itself, or the possibility that it would be a step toward
unification. One voter said he felt the ultimate solution was "to con-
trol our own services by forming a new borough."

Although the separatist movement was gradually gaining support,
the one major argument against independence from Anchorage con-
tinued to be the lack of a broad tax base. Schools were the major
employer in the community. No attempts at establishing industries
had heen successful. A plant opened in Eagle River to produce foam
pellets but closed after only a few months when the building burned.
The number of local businesses was increasing but they were small
and had few employees. A corporation headed by Glenn Briggs built
the community's first large office building, the Parkgatc Building,
and the office spaces were leased to a savings and loan institution,
a travel agency, a benuty salon, a title company, a real estate firm,
and others, evidence of the growing sophistication of the area.

Across the river, on its south bank, the state opened the Eagle
River Correctional Center, a medium-sccurity facility that was the
first in the state to emphasize rehabilitation. Almost immediatlcy
it was criticized for its "country club" design nnd atmopherc. College
classes and skill training for inmates were planned. It had "probably
the best equipped kitchen in Alaska," a lounge, commissary, music
room, library, gymnasium, shop — and a 14 foot fence surrounding
it. "It's a nice place to visit," editor Lee Jordan concluded, "but
| wouldn't want to live there." A third of its staff lived in Chugiak
- Eagle River, but its payroll brought only a few added dollars to
the area.

The only real source of income for a separate borough would be
from property taxes. But so attractive was the idea of an independent
government becoming, in spite of its costs, that in April of 1974,
a group of Eagle River residents Hew to Juneau to lobby for a bill
which would put a vote on incorporation as a separate second-class
borough on the ballot in the August primaries. If it failed, a second-

class city within the existing borough would be proposed on the
November ballot.

When the bill came up for consideration, other local residents,
including Assemblyman Ed Willis, rushed to Juneau to testify against
it. Willis called for an economic study oclorc any such measure was
voted on. Glenn Briggs and Stanley Nickerson warned that large tax
increases would result. Anchorage Borough Mayor Jack Roderick
agreed, pointing out that he saw no way that a separate Chugiak -



