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A l a s k a  S t a t e  L e g i s l a t u r e
House

P ouch  VREPRESENTATIVE BETTYE DAVIS State Capitol
Ju n e a u , A laska 99 8 1 1SPONSOR STATEMENTHB 98 - Naming the Black Veterans Recognition Bridge on the Alaska Highway over the Gerstl** River.

1992 marked the 50th anniversary of the construction of the Great 
Alaska Highway, a 1,522 mile-long road from Dawson Creek, British 
Columbia to Fairbanks, Alaska. Heralded as a near impossible feat, the 
construction was completed in a record time of eight months and twelve 
days.

Of the 10,607 soldier who worked on the road, 3,695 were members of the 
Black Corps of Engineers, a fact not widely known or reported. These 
men, mostly from the South, toiled under great duress, ill-housing, sub­
zero temperatures, insufficient clothing, monotonous food and 20 hour 
work days.

During the formal dedication of the road, Brig. General James O'Connor, 
head of the Northwest Service Command, stated:

"Some day, the accom plishm ents o f  these 
colored so ld iers — achievements accom plished  
fa r  from  the ir homes -- w ill  occupy a m a jo r 
place in the lore o f the North Country."

Instead, they were forgotten.

It was just last year that their contributions received state and national
recognition. In January, thirteen veterans were reunited in a fun-filled 
event in Tallahassee, Florida, sponsored by the University of Alaska and 
Florida A&M University.

In July, Alaska hosted eight of the men during "A la s k a  H ig h w a y  
Rendezvous 92 ." In addition to the "Miles and Miles" pictorial at the 
Anchorage museum, the veterans were honored at parades, picnics, and 
a host of other events sponsored by local groups, the Great Alaska
Highway Society and the Division of Tourism.

The Alaska Highway, rich in historic and scenic sites, is enjoyed by 
thousands every year. I hope you will join me in honoring the black 
soldiers who helped to make it possible.

O ffic ial Business

t i n  qq
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Men of the 95th, stationed at 
the w ild Sikanni Chief River, 
bet their paychecks they 
could break all records bridg­
ing it and won in 84 hours— 
roughly half the time usually  
required for bridge construc­
tion. It is one of the few' 
original bridges still stand­
ing.

Photo courtesy of
Edward G. Carroll

Cover: Mired! Engineers 
m uster to help a trucker who 
failed to pass in a big way.

Photo by Father John Paul 
Tanguav, Yukon Territory

Deep in a stack of dust1'' 1943 war records is a 
wistful quote from a Negro solder who had been 
asked what working on the Alcan highway was like.

"It's miles and miles of nothing but miles and 
miles!" he said.

The building of the Alcan (Alaska) Highway 
dining World War II has been likened to the construc­
tion of the Panama Canal. Most experts predicted it 
couldn't be done. The route spanned some of the 
coldest, toughest, least explored, most dazzling coun­
try on the North American continent. Yet the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers pushed through a 1,500- 
mile pioneer road in just eight months and 12 days.

One third of the 10,607 men who built it were 
Blacks, originally deemed unfit for the task. Yet de­
spite incredible odds in an harsh and alien land, they 
more than proved themselves.

Alaska Went to the 97th
The Alaska section of the road was built by the 

all-Black 97th Division of the Corps of Engineers over 
the protests of the U.S. Army commander for Alaska, 
Gen. Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr., son of a Confederate 
general who had surrendered to Grant.

"Certainly, the Army has a responsibility in not 
further complicating the population characteristics of 
the Territory by leaving a trail of new racial mix­
tures," he argued. And he was placated only by the



promise that Black troops would not be allowed near 
any settlements.

Buckner's objections were echoed by top brass 
in Washington who worried that Black soldiers 
would not have suitable intellectual capacity to 
handle bulldozers. Blacks who had little chance at 
education were delegated to stateside "housekeep­
ing" assignments until a desperate shortage of man­
power caused military planners to chance sending 
them north for the strategic Alcan mission.

It proved to be a good gamble but the coldest 
winter in recorded history was a setback. The major­
ity of the men, like Fred Spencer of Snead, Florida, 
were from the deep south.

"We knew we were going to freeze to death so 
we took precautions," he recalls with a grin. "Those 
northern boys thought they could 'bulldoze' the 
weather so they froze their fingers and their toes and 
their ears."

A confidential report noted during a field in­
spection at -63 below the clothing of Delta's Black

This outdoor latrine may not 
look too p lush but it was a 
luxury compared to early 
accommodations in the field. 
It w asn 't too bad in sum m er 
but picture it in  blowing 
snow at 63° below!

Photo Courtesy of
Howard Garbor

A Pontoon bridge spans the 
Stikin River at M ilepost 119 
on July 22,1942. The Engi­
neers built a total of 133 
bridges and 8,000 culverts to 
complete the highway.

National Archives Photo



Early on, officials debated 
about w hether or not Blacks 
could be trained to use heavy 
equipm ent. Here Corpsmen 
show the answer is "yes" 
w ith a Caterpillar Diesel D7 
Tractor and LeToumeau 
Carryall scraper.

U.S. Army Photo
National Archives

regiment was found to be in "abominable condition."
"The pathetically ill-equipped 97th is doing 

little else but hibernating at present. It is of great 
importance, however, to point out that these men are 
not freezing in unusual numbers," the report con­
cluded.

The warm accommodation of the newly built 
air base was off limits to Blacks. Most wintered in 
tents. But the men and their white commanding 
officers often made good use of off hours for training 
programs. And, given a break in the weather, these 
troops made up for lost time.

Walter E. Mason's "A" Company built 295 
miles of road through stunted fc '<r'S t  from Slana, 
across the Tanana River, and then south into Canada. 
And 85 miles of that was corduroy road— some of it 
five layers deep to counter the permafrost.

"We made about five miles a day; had to move 
camp every two or three days," the Virginia engineer 
recalls. "Ours was the first Cat (bulldozer) to cross 
the border and everybody climbed on. We were 
supposed to meet the (all white) 18th coming up from 
the south. When they didn't show up, we kept on 
going."

Like many other companies, Mason's men went



for long periods without leave, mail or fresh food, but 
there were few complaints.

"The morale was good as every man accepted 
the conditions and lived with them," agrees Howard 
Garber who headed Company "E" of Alaska's 97th 
Second Battalion. "Our men's work effectiveness was 
very good considering that during the summer they 
worked seven days per week and almost 24 hours a 
day."

The 95th, 94th, 93rd and 388th also Mustered

)

Other Black regiments— the 95th, 94th, 93rd 
and 388th— moving north from Dawson Creek also 
made good showings. The 95th, stationed at wild 
Sikanni Chief River, bet their paychecks they could 
break all records bridging it and won in 84 hours—  
roughly half the time usually required for bridge 
construction.

Many like Joseph Prejean of Lafayette, Louisi­
ana, were highly motivated. Prejean made good 
money in the endless rounds of crap games that kept 
Alcan troops from boredom in off hours. Learning to 
read from a buddy who was going with a school 
teacher, he got through Army cooking school and 
went on to become a highly paid chef in civilian life.

J

An ice bridge fails big time 
near Ft. St. John. Engineers 
would replace it w ith  a pon­
toon structure after spring 
breakup, but the in-betw een 
season was rough trucking. 

Photo courtesy 
Ft. St. John—North Peace 
Museum Archives



U.S. Army commander for 
Alaska, Gen. Simon Bolivar 
Buckner Jr., son of a Confed­
erate general who had sur­
rendered to Grant, was not 
pleased to learn Black troops 
w ould be sent to Alaska. 
Because of his protests, 
Blacks were generally not 
allowed near towns or vil­
lages.

Painting by
Lt. William Cummings
Alaska 1944.

His parents had worked as tenant farmers for 
21 years and Prejean recalls chat their landlord tried to 
scare him out of enlisting, warning he'd be killed.

"I told him I just couldn't make it on $1.50 a 
week," the tall well-spoken restauranteur recounts 
gleefully. "When I got home, I had all that money in 
the bank and he was dead."

When Herbert Tucker, Washington, D. C., 
narrowly missed passing an entrance exam for 
officer's training in the spring of 1942, he found him­
self crossing the Peace River on an ice bridge with the 
95t.h and lasted until October when he recalls the 
mercury suddenly plunged to -50 below.

"If I have to pass that test to get out of here, 
that's what I'm going to do," he declared on the spot, 
and the next week he was on his way south to become 
a career officer.

Our Men Proved Themselves
The Alcan assignment offered unprecedented 

opportunity for many Blacks who, for the first time, 
received the same pay and benefits as white workers, 
notes the Rev. Edward G. Carroll, a graduate of Co­
lumbia University and Yale Divinity School, recently 
retired as bishop of the Methodist Church for New 
England.

"Yes, there were discrimination problems," he 
concedes. As one of few Blacks allowed officer status 
by virtue of his calling, he sometimes felt the brunt of 
it.

"They said we didn't have the mentality to deal 
with heavy equipment. The race you don't know is 
the race you suspect, but our men proved them­
selves."

During the formal dedication of the road, Brig. 
Gen. James A. O'Conner, head of the Northwest 
Service Command, singled out the Black troops for 
special recognition.

"Some day the accomplishment of these col­
ored soldiers— achievements accomplished far from 
their homes— will occupy a 
major place in the lore of the North country," he 
promised.

Instead they were forgotten. When the Alcan 
was completed, the Black engineers were sent to



active duty in the South Pacific, Europe and Burma, 
reversing an earlier pronouncement that they would 
be unfit for battle. Many were decorated. Ultimately, 
after Blacks performed with valor and skill under fire, 
the military became the first agency in America to 
integrate. But the only tangible tribute to the Black 
builders of the Alcan is the remarkable road they left 
behind them...still in use and our sole land link to 
Alaska after 50 years.

Lael Morgan 
Guest Curator



A n c h o r a g e  D a i l y  N ew s  S a t u r d a y ,  J u l y  4, 1992

B l a c k  v e t s  h o n o r e d  i n  p a r a d e ,  e x h i b i

Univ^fSJiy of Alaska Fanhanks
Corps of Engineers veterans gather for a 50th anniversary reunion in Florida. They are, 
back row, from left: Donald Norland Sr., Walter Dudrow, Albert France, Irving Smith, 
Alexander Powell. Front row: Reginald Beverly, Frank Brehcn, Willie Richardson, Richard 
Trent, Bishop Edward Carroll, Nehomiah Atkinson.

By KELLY SHEETS
O any N e w s  staff

Nehomiah A tkinson  of 
Louisiana was inducted into 
the Army in 1942. A fter 
eight months of medical 
school, he was sent to Alas­
ka :o join the all-black 97th 
Division of the Corps of En­
gineers, which was con­
structing the Alcan High­
way.

"We worked more than 10 
n' • a day," he said. "But I
i. c have to do much, be- 
:ause ev e ry b o d y  was 
■'.eaithy. There were a few 
accidents with the heavy 
equipment, but Alaska was 
;o healthy that if you got a 
^ruise on you, it would be 
tone the next day.” 

One-third of the 10,607 
npn working on the project 

black. The Alaska sec- 
m.. of the road was built by 
ne 97th Division over the 
rotests of the. U.S. Army 
ommander for Alaska, 
•en. Simon Bolivar Buckner 
r. Buckner d idn’t think 

hack soldiers were infel)i- 
ent enough to handle buil- 
ozers. He was proved quite 
rong.
In one of the most out- 

tanding accomplishments 
uring the building of the 
.lean, the 95th, stationed at 
le wild Sikanni Chief Riv- 
r, bet their paychecks they 
ould break all records 
ridging it, and they won in 
4 hours — roughly half the 

usually required for 
: _,e construction. The
ridge is one of the few 
iginal Alcan bridges still 
anding.
During the formal dedica- 

un of the road. Brig. Gen. 
.mes A. O'Conner, head of

the Northwest Service Com­
mand, singled out the black 
troops for special recogni­
tion.

But other than O’Conner’s 
commendation, the black 
troops — the 97th in Alaska 
and the 93rd, 95th and 388!h 
in Canada — were forgotten. 
Most li te ra tu re  about the 
highway overlooked their 
significant contribution.

Frank Brehon of Florida 
joined the 383th at age 18. 
He said the hardest part of 
the job was the cold. The 
winter of ’42-'43 was the 
worst on record at that time. 
Temperatures hovered at 50 
degrees below zero for 
weeks, and the temperature

dropped into the minus 60s 
and 70s a few times. The 
troops were issued inade­
quate leather boots and cum­
bersome mittens to work in, 
Brehon said, and had virtu­
ally  no fresh food for 
months. They slept in tents.

Working in the summer 
was equally hard, Brehon 
said: “It was light out for so 
long that they made us work 
12 hours or more hours ? 
day," he said, often "in muu 
over our ankles. Sometimes 
it was almost up to our 
knees.”

It was 72 degrees below 
zero when Nehomiah Atkin­
son left Alaska. He was then

sent to New Guinea, where 
the temperature was 120 de­
grees — a difference of al­
most 200 degrees. He hasn't 
been to Alaska since work­
ing on the Alcan, but he, 
Brehon and eight o th e r  
black veterans have return­
ed to take part in today's 
Fourth of July parade. They 
will also attend a reunion 
reception at 7 p.m. at the 
Anchorage Museum of Histo­
ry and Art, where a photo 
exhibition titled "Miles and 
Miles: H onoring  Black
Veteran^ Who Built the Al­
can Highway" will be on 
d isplay all sum m er. The 
public is invited to the re­
ception.
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Fairbanks Cltona Pump Camp. 10 3 CAPPED NO 22 barrels Fairbanks Station
0 Mile Chen a Pump lid.

Fai _£asi_.Fork Parks Hwy Mile 106 6 1 yes yes- 15 barrels East Fork Station

-Alaska Hwy 
1 MP 1393

Gerstle lliver Wayside 0 1 no no 7 barrels Delta Station j

Pat Alaska Hwy 
MP 1250

Headman lake Wayside 0 1 no no 3 barrels Nortliv/ay Station

Paiks Hwy 
MP 260

June Creek Wayside 0 1 110 no 5 barrels llealy Station

OalIon Hwy 
MP 201

Middle Fork Wayside
(rc I
V c -It. s.
Fox Spring

0 1
I
1

no no 2 barrels Cold foot Station

Steesc Hwy 
MP 1

0 0 yes no 2 barrels Fairbanks Station
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Lilter control usually starts the weekend before Memorial (lay and stops the weekend after Labor Day
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STATE OF AUSKA 
DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION & PUBLIC FACILITIES 

2301 PEGER ROAD 
FAIRBANKS, AK 99709-5316 
PHONE: (907) 451-2380 
FAX: (907) 451-2313

FACSIMILE TRANSMITTAL FORM

TO: Renee Chapman (3 Rep. Davis' office FAX #: c/o Fran Ulmer g 465-2108

LOCATION: Juneau

FROM: Barbara Stetson  FAX #:_______(9071 451-2313_______

LOCATION: DOT&PF Planning and Admin. Svcs. Fairbanks
.

\

NUMBER OF PA^~S INCLUDING TF iS PAGE: 5

CONTACT gcrfaara Stetson________ AT 451-2380 IF THERE ARE ANY PROBLEMS
WITH THE TRANSMITTAL OF THIS DOCUMENT.

MESSAGE: These are the maps and instructions that Nicole McCullough
sent to you on September 28, 1992. Nicole is on vacation for two weeks 
in New Zealand. If you have any questions regarding this information, 
please contact Jonathan Widdis at 451-2381.

I will send you a hard copy of this transmittal in the mail.
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* HONORING * 
* BLACK VETERANS * 

* WHO HELPED CONSTRUCT THE GREAT ALASKA HIGHWAY *

. l i f e

W e, th e  S e v e n te e n th  A laska  S ta te  L eg isla tu re , take  g re a t p le a su re  in  recogn iz ing  th e  B lack  C o rp s  o f 
E ng ineers v e te r a a s  fo r th e ir  c o n tr ib u t io n  in  co n s tru c tin g  th e  G re a t A laska  H ighw ay. T h e se  m en  w ere  m em b ers  o f 
th e  93rd, 9 4 th , 9 5 th , 9 7 th  an d  3 8 8 th  u n its  d u rin g  W orld  W ar II.

T h e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  1,522 m ile-long  ro ad  from  D aw son  C re e k , B ritish  C o lu m b ia  to  F a irb an k s , A laska, 
th ro u g h  ru g g ed , u n m a p p e d  w ilderness w as h e ra lded  as a n ear-im possib le  feat. M any  c o m p a re d  it to  th e  bu ild ing  o f  
th e  P anam a C a n a l, an d  th o u g h t it co u ld  n o t be  d o n e . Y et, d e sp ite  incred ib le  odds th ro u g h  a  co ld  a n d  p u n ish ing  
w in ter, th e  A la sk a  (A L C A N ) H ighw ay w as co m p le ted  in a  reco rd  tim e  o f  e igh t m o n th s  an d  tw elve days. T h e  black 
soldiers, n u m b e r in g  3,695 in a tro o p  s tre n g th  o f  10,607, w ere  rarely  m e n tio n e d  o r  p ra ised  fo r th e  exce llen t jo b  they  
did u n d er d u re s s , ill-housing , insu ffic ien t c lo th in g , m o n o to n o u s  food , a n d  2 0 -h o u r w o rk  days.

O n  Ja n u a ry  1 8 -2 0 ,1 9 9 2 , th e  B lack C o rp s  o f  E ng ineers v e te ra n s  w e re  h o n o re d  a t "T he A laska  H ighw ay 5 0 th  
A nn iversary  C e leb ra tio n ,"  in  T a llah a ssee , F lo rida . S p o n so red  by P ro fe sso r Jam es E a to n  o f  F lo rida  A  & M 
U niversity ’s B lack  A rch ives R e se a rc h  C e n te r , D r. L acl M organ  o f  th e  U n iversity  o f  A laska - F a irb an k s  S ch o o l o f  
Jo u rn a lism  a n d  B ro adcasting , an d  M r. C al W h ite  o f  th e  U niversity  o f  A lask a  - U n iversity  R e la tio n s , this re u n io n  was 
th e  first tim e  th a t  th e  so ld iers received  su c h  recogn ition . E leven o f  th e  7 0  v e te ran s  loca ted , tw o  o f  th e ir  co m m an d in g  
officers and  th e  w ife and  so n  o f  a n o th e r ,  B e rn ice  R and  an d  N eal G o sm a n , traveled  from  all a c ro ss  th e  c o u n try  to  
a tte n d  th e  festiv ities:

N c h c m ia h  A tk in so n  - N ew  O rlean s , L A  
F ra n k lin  J . B re h o n  - P o rt S t. L u c ie , F L  
W esley  J, D avises - W in tc rh av en , F L  
D o n a ld  W . N o lan , S r. - B a ltim ore , M D  
W illie R ich a rd so n  - B ronx , N Y  
R ich a rd  D . T re n t - P ittsb u rg h , P A

R eg ina ld  B everiy - R u th e r  G len , V A  
B ishop  E dw ard  G . C a rro ll - B a ltim o re , M D  
A lb e rt E . F ra n c e  -C ooksville , M D  
A lex an d er Pow ell - Q u incy , F L  
Irving S m ith  - P h ilade lph ia , P A

W alte r D u d ro w , C om m anding  O fficer - O rm o n d  B each , F L  
C ol. W a lte r  P arso n s, C o m m an d in g  O ffice r - B ryan, T X

At a tim e  w h en  th e  m edia b e m o a n s  th e  fa te  o f  th e  black m ale  an d  w h en  large n u m b ers  o f  o u r  yo u n g  a re  
lost to  gangs, d ru g s  a n d  d esp a ir, it is im p o rta n t to  rem em b er tha t b lack  m ales have a h is to ry  o f  a ch ie v em en t, in  sp ite  
o f  g rea t odds a n d  obstac les.

W e, th e  m em b ers o f  th e  S e v e n te e n th  A laska S ta te  L eg isla tu re , h o n o r  an d  co m m en d  th e se  b lack  so ld iers for 
th e ir  hard  w o rk , d iligence an d  c o m m itm en t to  p rov id ing  A Jaskaas w ith  a  re m ark ab le  ro ad  an d  o u r  so le  land link to  
th e  L ow er 48 S la te s .

SPEAKER O f THE HOUSE PRESIDENT OF THE SENATE

Dm*: February 5, 1992
RmjumwI Ur: „

_ _ _ _  ReprtaenUlivea B. Davis, Boyer, Brudonan, Choquetie,
Davidson, FllisJHHHVlein. FtWMViruenberg, Koponcn, Kuhina, Leman, Mackie, Marlin. M.A. Miller, M.W. Miller. Moyer. Navarre. 
I’nmell. It. Ph jHaBIWmer and ljfKicki; Senators Siurgulewski, Uehllng, Pearce, Collins, Shulu, Halford, Rodcy, Duncan, Pourchoi, 
Menard. Coilu ftlH n iula and Fraf
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Date Referred: March 5, 1993 FURTHER REFERRALS:

Date of Committee Action* 3 * 1

The TRANSPORTATION Committee considered:

R O U S E  C O M M I T T E E  R E P O R T

Finance

HB 98

HOUSE BELL NO. 98 BLACK VETS’ RECOGNITION BRIDGE,ALASKA HWY

"An Act naming the Black Veterans Recognition Bridge on the Alaska Highway over the Gerstle River."

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
be replaced w ith_______

f J the same title 
.1 ] a new title

[ ] have attached amendments(s) 
do pass 

[ ] do not pass 
[ ] no recommendations 
[ ] individual recommendations 
[ ] additional referral to th e ____ Committee

ADOPTS: letter of Intent

ATTACHES NEW FISCAL NOTE(s): (Dcp0

[ ] fiscal im pact_________________________

APPROVES PREVIOUS:

[ ] fiscal note(s)______

(Dept/Da1 .j


