
The Dalton Highway 
A Brief History  
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This is the title slide. No narration.
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Just 35 years ago, in all of arctic Alaska and the entire Brooks Range – over 700 miles from east to west – there were no roads.
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At Livengood, 80 miles north of Fairbanks, the Elliott Highway turned west. To get to Coldfoot or Wiseman, Bettles or Arctic Village, people originally had to travel by dog team or boat, and later by bush airplane.
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The people living in these scattered communities were some of the most isolated in the nation. They lived almost completely off the land – hunting for meat, growing carrots and potatoes in the short summer, harvesting blueberries and cranberries, and trapping fur in winter to get a little money for supplies and the occasional trip to Fairbanks. Their lives, minimal by urban standards, were rich in relationships to the land itself. 
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In 1968 oil was discovered at Prudhoe Bay. Soon after, the nation faced a major energy crisis and pushed for an 800-mile long pipeline to a port at Valdez. But first, Native land claims had to be settled, permits granted, environmental safeguards designed, and …
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a road built to get workers and supplies to the oilfield and pipeline construction sites.
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In 1971 Congress passed Public Land Order – or PLO – 5150, which established the Utility Corridor to provide for the likely route of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline. The PLO withdrew federal lands between Prudhoe Bay and Valdez from state and Native selections, from leasing under the mineral leasing laws, and reserved the area as a utility and transportation corridor. 
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The Dalton Highway was forged just ahead of the pipeline in 1974. The section north of the Yukon River was completed – incredibly -- in just 5 months. The pipeline was completed in 1977, only three years after construction began. 



80-foot sections of welded pipe made a 
truck and tractor load 100 feet long 

Alyeska  Pipeline Service Co. 

The original Coldfoot Camp  
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In just five months, the people of Wiseman and the upper Koyukuk Valley saw their lives change forever. During that time, tens of thousands of workers labored 24 hours a day, up and down the line, housed in camps at Prospect Creek, Coldfoot, Dietrich, Atigun … 29 camps between Prudhoe Bay and Valdez, an 800-mile long “Skinny City.” 
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Brooks Range and North Slope residents feared what all had seen in other areas of Alaska – with new roads come lots of people, especially hunters, who suddenly have easy access to wildlife populations that appear abundant, but in fact balance uncertainly between good years and bad, between boom and bust. It was already well known that all-terrain vehicles could quickly and permanently scar the land.
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During pipeline construction, the state prohibited hunting along the highway, and in 1977 the state approved a statute prohibiting off-road vehicles (more on this later). This was in response to great controversy over the potential overharvest of wildlife, interference with subsistence, and damage to the natural wilderness adjacent to the highway.



Alaska National Interest 
Lands Conservation Act 

ANILCA (1980) 
• created Gates of the Arctic NP 

• created Kanuti NWR 

• created Yukon Flats NWR 

• expanded (and renamed) Arctic           
NWR 
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In 1980, the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act of (ANILCA) forged, after great effort and controversy, a compromise between development and conservation. The lands on either side of the Utility Corridor are now protected as Gates of the Arctic National Park, and Kanuti, Yukon Flats, and Arctic National Wildlife Refuges.



BLM lands now 
encompass the area 
from the Yukon River 
to Slope Mountain at 
MP 300, a distance of 
244 highway miles 
and over 2 million 
acres. 
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Who manages the lands and resources along the Dalton Highway today? Overlapping layers of state and federal jurisdiction mean that there’s no simple answer. 



Happy Valley 

Franklin Bluffs 

Deadhorse 

• State-managed lands 
are on the North Slope 



Development Nodes 

Yukon Crossing 
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These nodes are: 1. Yukon Crossing 2.  Coldfoot 3.  Chandalar, and 4. Happy Valley. 
Coldfoot and Happy Valley nodes were later transferred to State ownership.






Lisa Shon Jodwalis 

Lisa Shon Jodwalis 



Toolik Field Station photo 
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This road means a lot of different things to different people. People value many different resources, and have many different experiences and memories.



Marcus Halevy photo 

from “Alaska Crude” 
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Our society faces critical decisions about energy, wild lands, and how we use and value them. Land managers have to turn those decisions into on-the-ground management. As resource interpreters, we make the connections between these resources and the people who visit or live here. We help people answer the fundamental question “why should we care about these lands?”
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