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SPO N SO R  ST A T E M E N T

HB 98 - N a m in g  th e  B la ck  V etera n s  R e c o g n it io n  B rid g e  on th e  
A la sk a  H ig h w a y  o v e r  th e  G e r st le  R iv er .

1992 m arked the 50th anniversary o f  the con stru ction  o f  the Great
A laska H ighw ay, a 1 ,522 m ile-lo n g  road from D aw son  Creek, British  
Colum bia to Fairbanks, A laska. Heralded as a near im possib le feat, the 
construction was com pleted in a recoid  time o f  eight months and tw elve  
d a y s .

O f the 10,607 soldier who worked on the road, 3,695 were members o f  the
Black Corps o f  Engineers, a fact not w idely  known or reported. These
men, m ostly from the South, to iled  under great duress, ill-housing , sub­
zero tem peratures, in su ffic ien t c lo th in g , m onotonous fo o d  and 20 hour
work days.

During the formal dedication o f  the road, Brig. General James O’Connor, 
head o f  the Northw est Service Command, stated:

" S o m e  day, the a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s  o f  these

c o l o r e d  soldiers —  a c h i e v e m e n t s  a c c o m p l i s h e d  

f a r  f r o m  their h o m e s  —  will o c c u p y  a  m a j o r

place in the lore o f  the N o r t h  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 T allahassee, Florida, sponsored by the U niversity o f A laska and 
Florida A&M  U niversity.

In July, A laska hosted  eight o f  the men during " A l a s k a  H i g h w a y  

R e n d e z v o u s  92." In addition to the "Miles and M iles" pictorial at the 
A nchorage m useum , the veterans were honored at parades, p icn ics, and 
a host o f  other events sponsored by loca l groups, the Great A laska  
H ighway Society  and the D ivision  o f  Tourism.

The A laska H ighw ay, rich in h istoric and scen ic  s ites , is en joyed  by 
thousands every year. I hope you w ill jo in  me in honoring the black
soldiers who helped to make it possible.

O ff ic ia l Business
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Miles and Miles
Honoring Black Veterans W h o  Built the Alcan H i g h w a y

Presented by the 
Department of 
Journalism and Broadcasting 
University of Alaska Fairbanks

at the

The Univ .rsity of Alaska Museum 
February 1 — March 15,1992
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M en of the 95th, stationed at 
the wild 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 ofEdward G. Carroll

Cover: Mired! Engineers 
m uster to help a trucker who 
failed to pass in a big way.Photo by Father John Paul Tanguay, Yukon Territory

D eep in a stack  of d u sty  1943 w ar records is a 
w istful quo te  from  a N egro  so lder w ho  had been  
asked  w h a t w ork ing  on the  A lcan  h ighw ay  w as like.

"It's  m iles and  m iles of n o th in g  b u t m iles and 
miles!" he  said.

The bu ild ing  of the A lcan (AJaska) H ig h w ay  
v lu ring  W orld  W ar II has been  likened  to the construc­
tion of the  Panam a Canal. M ost experts p red ic ted  it 
co u ld n 't be done. The rou te  sp a n n ed  som e of the  
coldest, toughest, least exp lored , m ost dazz ling  coun­
try on  the N o rth  xAmerican continent. Yet the U.S. 
A rm y C orps of E ngineers p u sh e d  th rough  a 1,500- 
m ile p ioneer ro ad  in just e igh t m o n th s  and  12 days.

O ne th ird  of the  10,607 m en  w ho  bu ilt it w ere 
Blacks, orig inally  deem ed  unfit for the task. Yet d e ­
spite incredible o d d s in an  h a rsh  an d  alien land , they 
m ore than  p roved  them selves.

A la s k a  W e n t to  th e  97th

The A laska section of the ro ad  w as bu ilt by  the 
all-Black 97th D ivision of the C orps of Engineers over 
the p ro tests of the U.S. A rm y com m ander for A laska, 
Gen. S im on Bolivar B uckner Jr., son of a C onfederate  
general w ho  had su rren d ered  to G rant.

"C ertainly, the A rm y has a responsib ility  in not 
fu rther com plicating the p o p u la tio n  characteristics of 
the T errito ry  by leaving a trail of new  racial mix- 
tures," he argued. A nd  he w as p lacated  only by the



prom ise that Black troops w ou ld  not be a llow ed near 
any  settlem ents.

B uckner's objections w ere echoed by  top brass 
in W ash ing ton  w ho w orried  that Black so ld iers 
w ou ld  no t h av e  suitable intellectual capacity  to 
hand le  bu lldozers. Blacks w ho had  little chance at 
education  w ere  delegated  to sta teside  "housekeep­
ing" assignm ents un til a despera te  sho rtage  of m an­
pow er caused  m ilitary p lanners to chance send ing  
them  no rth  fo r the strategic A lcan m ission.

It p ro v ed  to be a good gam ble b u t the  coldest 
w in ter in  reco rded  history w as a setback. Tire m ajor­
ity  of the m en , like Fred Spencer of Snead, Florida, 
w ere  from  the  deep  south.

"W e k n e w  w e w ere going to freeze to death  so 
w e took p recau tions,"  he recalls w ith  a grin. "Those 
no rthern  boys tho u g h t they could 'b u lld o ze ' the 
w eather so th ey  froze their fingers a n d  their toes and 
the ir ears."

A confiden tia l rep o rt no ted  d u rin g  a field in­
spection a t -63 below  the clo thing of D elta 's  Black

This outdoor latrine may not 
look too plush 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 blow ing 
snow at 63° below!

Photo Courtesy of
Howard Garfaor

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 whether or not Blacks 
could be trained to use heavy 
equipm ent. Here Corpsmen 
show the answer is "yes" 
with a Caterpillar Diesel D7 
Tractor and LeTouxneau 
Carryall scraper.U.S. Army Photo

National Archives

reg im ent w as fo u n d  to be in  "abom inable  condition ."
"The pa th e tica lly  ill-equ ipped  97th is d o in g  

little else b u t h ib e rn a tin g  a t p resen t. It is of g rea t f''
im portance, how ever, to p o in t o u t that these m en  are 
not freezing in u n u su a l n um bers ,"  the rep o rt con­
cluded.

The w a rm  accom m ocT don  of the new ly  bu ilt 
air base w as off lim its to Blacks. M ost w in te red  in 
tents. But the m en  an d  the ir w h ite  com m and ing  
officers often  m ad e  good  u se  of off hours for tra in ing  
program s. A nd, g iven  a b reak  in  the w eather, these 
troops m ade  u p  fo r lost tim e.

W alter E. M aso n 's  "A " C om p an y  bu ilt 295 
m iles of road  th ro u g h  s tu n ted  forest from  Slana, 
across the T anana River, an d  then  sou th  into C anada.
A nd  85 m iles o f th a t w as c o rd u ro y  ro ad — som e of it 
five layers deep  to coun te r the perm afrost.

"W e m ad e  a b o u t five m iles a day; h ad  to m ove 
cam p every  tw o o r th ree  days," the  V irginia eng ineer 
recalls. "O urs w as the first Cat (bulldozer) to cross 
the bo rder an d  eve±ybody clim bed on. W e w ere 
supposed  to m eet the (all w hite) 18th com ing u p  from  
the south . W hen they  d id n 't  sh o w  up, w e kep t on 
going."

Like m any  o th er com pan ies, M ason 's m en  w ent



for long periods w ith o u t leave, m ail or fresh food, but 
there w ere few  com plaints.

"The m orale w as good as every  m an  accepted 
the conditions an d  lived w ith  them ," agrees H o w ard  
G arber w ho  headed  C om pany  "E" of A laska 's 97th 
Second Battalion. "O ur m en 's  w ork  effectiveness w as 
very good considering  that d u rin g  the su m m er they 
w orked  seven  davs per w eek and  a lm ost 24 h ou rs a 
day."

T h e  95th, 94th, 93rd a n d  388th a lso  M u s te re d

O ther Black reg im ents— the 95th, 94th, 93rd 
and  388th— m oving  n o rth  from  D aw son  C reek also 
m ade good show ings. The 95ch, s ta tioned  at w ild  
S fkartni C hief River, bet their paychecks they could  
break all records b ridg ing  il and  w o n  in 84 h o u rs— 
roughly  half the tim e usua lly  requ ired  for b ridge 
construction.

M any like Joseph Prejean of Lafayette, L ouisi­
ana, w ere h igh ly  m otivated . P rejean m ad e  good  
m o n e y  in the  endless ro u n d s of crap  gam es tha t kep t 
A lcan troops from  boredom  in off h ours. L earning  to 
read  from  a b u d d y  w ho  w as going  w ith  a school 
teacher, he go t th rough  A rm y cooking school an d  
w en t on to becom e a h igh ly  pa id  chef in  civilian life.

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

Photo courtesy 
Ft. St. John—N orth Peace 
Museum Archives



U.S. Army com m ander for 
Alaska, Gen. Sim on Bolivar 
Buckner Jr., son of a Confed­
erate general w ho 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 byLt. William CummingsAlaska 1944.

His paren ts had  w orked  as tenan t farm ers for 
21 years and Prejean recalls tha t their lan d lo rd  tried to 
scare him  out of enlisting, w arn in g  h e 'd  be killed.

"I told h im  I just c o u ld n 't m ake it on  $1.50 a 
w eek," the tall w ell-spoken  re s tau ran teu r recounts 
gleefully. "W hen I go t hom e, I had  all th a t m oney  in 
the bank  and  he w as dead ."

W hen H erb e rt Tucker, W ashington , D. C , 
narrow ly  m issed  passing  an  en trance exam  for 
officer's train ing  in the sp rin g  of 1942, he fo u n d  h im ­
self crossing the  Peace R iver on  an ice b rid g e  w ith  the 
95th and  lasted  un til O ctober w h en  he recalls the 
m ercury  su d d en ly  p lu n g ed  to -50 below .

"If I have to pass  tha t test to get o u t o f here, 
tha t's  w h a t i 'm  go ing  to do ," he declared  o n  the spot, 
and  the next w eek  he w as on h is w ay  so u th  to becom e 
a career officer.

Our M en Proved Them selves

The A lcan assignm en t offered u n p reced en ted  
o p p o rtu n ity  for m an y  Blacks w ho, for the first tim e, 
received the sam e p ay  and  benefits as w h ite  w orkers, 
notes the Rev. E d w ard  G. C arro ll, a g ra d u a te  of C o­
lum bia U niversity  an d  Yale D ivinity  School, recently  
retired  as b ishop  of the M ethod ist C hurch  fo r N ew  
England.

"Yes, there w ere  d iscrim ination  p rob lem s,"  he 
concedes. As one of few  Blacks allow ed officer sta tus 
by Td rtue  o f his calling, he som etim es felt the  b ru n t of 
it.

"They sa id  w e d id n 't  have  the m en ta lity  to deal 
w ith  hea ,ry  equ ipm en t. The race you  d o n 't  k now  is 
the race you  suspect, b u t o u r m en  p roved  them ­
selves."

D uring  the form al ded ica tion  of the  road , Brig. 
Gen. Jam es A. O 'C onner, h ead  of the N o rth w e st 
Service C om m and , sing led  o u t the  Black troops for 
special recognition.

"Som e d ay  the accom plishm ent of these col­
ored  so ld iers— achievem ents accom plished  far from  
their hom es— w ill occupy  a 
m ajor place in the lore of the N o rth  coun try ,"  he 
prom ised .

Instead they w ere forgotten. W hen the A lcan 
w as com pleted, the Black eng ineers w ere sen t to



active d u ty  in  the South Pacific, E urope an d  Burma, 
reversing  an earlier p ro n ouncem en t tha t they  w ould  
be unfit for battle. M any w ere decorated . U ltim ately, 
after Blacks perfo rm ed  w ith  valo r an d  skill u n d e r  fire, 
the m ilitary  becam e the first agency  in A m erica to 
in tegrate. But the only  tangible tribu te  to the  Black 
builders of the A lcan is the rem arkable  ro ad  they  left 
beh ind  them ...still in  u se  and  o u r sole lan d  link  to 
A laska after 50 years.

Lael Morgan 
Guest Curator

65 OWl

Corps of Engineers camp on 
the shore of K luane Lake. 
This photo was taken in the 
early m orning w hen trucks 
lined up to take tror ps to 
work. Note logs in  fore­
ground used to bu ild  "cordu­
roy road" over perm afrost.National Archives Photo


