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“A delightful and informative companion read for everyone’s Alaska Highway journey.”  
matt preprost,  alaska highway news

O
ver seventy-five years have passed since the pio- 
 neer route of the Alaska Highway was completed. Since  
 then, the allure of the road has never faded. Each year, 

nearly 300,000 visitors drive the highway through BC and 
the Yukon into Alaska. Just like residents, they want to learn 
more about how the combined forces of nature and human 
history have created such a unique, captivating place. With 
an abundance of contemporary and historic images, Sign-
posts & Promises offers readers an authentic view of the 
Alaska Highway and the human dimension of a remarkable 
landscape.

A new guide to the history and heritage of the route, Sign-
posts & Promises is the perfect companion to add richness 
and context to life and travels along the Alaska Highway.  

It offers a fresh perspective on how the regions covered by 
the highway have been imagined, explored, occupied, and 
transformed over thousands of years.

With almost two hundred historic and contemporary photos  
celebrating the history and magnificence of the landscape, 
this beautifully designed book is perfect for culture and his-
tory buffs, lovers of art and photography books, and those 
who are intrigued by the North.

Julie Harris has studied and written about hundreds 
of historic places in Canada, including sites and commu-
nities in all parts of the North from the boreal forest to the 
Arctic Ocean. The historical complexity, natural beauty, 
and extraordinary people of the Alaska Highway Corridor 
inspired her first book, Signposts & Promises.

frank B. edwards is an author, editor, and multimedia 
publisher who has been chronicling Canadian history, cul-
ture, and geography for more than thirty-five years in books 
and magazines (including Canadian Geographic and Equi-
nox). He is currently writing his twenty-fourth book, an 
illustrated travelogue about his two years living in Vietnam.
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i n t r o d u c t i o n

From east to west, the Alaska Highway stretches more than 2,200 

kilometres (1,367 miles) between Dawson Creek, BC, through 

southern Yukon and on to Delta Junction, Alaska. About 80 per-

cent of the road (1,900 kilometres/1,181 miles) is within Canada. 

Every year, people are drawn to the route, captivated by its beauty 

and diverse landscape. At the south end, in the Peace River valley, 

grasslands and an abundance of water support farming and ranch-

ing. Farther north, travellers pass through 2,000 kilometres (1,243 

miles) of boreal forests, rivers, lakes, and mountains. In summer, 

the days are long, with only a brief period of dusky darkness. In 

winter, the short days are crisp and clear.

The Alaska Highway was never designed to be a showcase, but it 

offers travellers a rare close-up view of natural, cultural, and eco-

nomic forces that shape our world. In many places, it serves as a 

clear window into wild places and lands stewarded by Indigenous 

Peoples for thousands of years. 

facing View of the Historic 

Kiskatinaw Bridge, bc, 

2014. cw.



L A N D  | 1716 |  S I G N P O S T S  &  P R O M I S E S

Large mammals, such as moose, black bears, elk, and 
caribou, thrive wherever the forest is healthy. Until the 
mid-nineteenth century, plains bison were found in 
the grasslands of the Peace country, while a different 
subspecies, the wood bison, roamed through northern 
forests. All these mammals, as well as birds, amphibians, 
and fish, were harvested by Indigenous Peoples, who 
used every part of a kill for food, clothing, equipment, 
or shelter.

Beyond the forest zone and within some of its pock-
ets, permafrost lies just below or at the surface of the 
landscape, creating challenges for anyone wanting to 
build anything—roads, buildings, and runways—on top 
of it.

The Alaska Highway Corridor has been changing for 
thousands of centuries, but the tempo is quickening. 
Ecological systems are more fragile than ever, especially 
with the impact of climate change. Places that once 
seemed impenetrable to development host hundreds 
of temporary workers in camps that move to wherever 
the next viable extraction opportunity exists.

In BC, in particular, intensive industrial resource 
extraction activity can be found on either side of the 
Alaska Highway and along the Peace River. From any 
point in the corridor, it is possible to see evidence 
of mining, power production, drilling for oil and gas, 
methane production from shale deposits, and timber 
harvesting. These industries sustain thousands of good 
jobs in the region, but they have also destroyed habi-
tats, changed rivers forever, and created toxins that will 
persist for centuries on the homelands of First Nations.

In other places, it intersects with major resource devel-
opment projects.

The region supported ice age–era animals and 
humankind for several thousand years, but recent fossil 
finds near Fort St. John also show evidence of 150-million- 
year-old dinosaurs in BC. To the casual eye, there are 
few signs of the Jurassic period, but it is hard to miss 
remnants of the last ice age that ended about twelve 
thousand years ago. Deglaciation was swift and fierce, 
eroding mountains and creating massive rivers.

The two hundred glaciers of Kluane National Park, 
the world’s second-largest non-polar icefield, form 
a breathtaking, modern-day glacial museum. As the 
retreat of the glaciers speeds up with rising tempera-
tures, visitors can see glacial processes that shaped the 
continent thousands of years ago. The glaciers make 
their own weather, and their constant motion scours 
rocks and can cause lakes and rivers to appear, disap-
pear, and change direction.

The landscape of the Alaska Highway Corridor is 
also a study in contrasts that starts with the rich agricul-
tural land at its south end along the Peace River. By the 
1930s, after less than a generation, tens of thousands 
of hectares of ancient prairie grassland were converted 
into cropland and pastures.

North of the Peace country lies a boreal forest that 
stretches out for thousands of kilometres beyond Fort 
St. John. It sits at the foot of the Rockies in valleys that 
become subarctic toward the Alaska border and beyond. 

“ The Alaska Highway Corridor has been 
changing for thousands of centuries, 
but the tempo is quickening. ”

Kathleen Lake, Kluane National Park and Reserve, yk. r ic h a r d h a r t Mier P h o t o gr a P h y.
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K
lUANE NATIONAl PArk and Reserve is a jewel  
 in the crown of Canada’s system of national parks.  
 The two units (Park and Reserve) protect almost 

22,000 square kilometres (8,494 square miles) of spec-
tacular wilderness that include Canada’s tallest mountain  
(Mt. Logan), massive icefields, important habitat, and 
many wildlife species. Most visitors reach the park and 
enjoy its interpretation centre, trails, lakes, and rivers 
from highway stops, but a fuller appreciation of the 
park’s majestic beauty and wild landscapes comes from 
going farther into the park on foot or by helicopter.

The idea of protecting big game in the area that now 
includes parts of Kluane National Park and Reserve 
dates back to the 1920s, but nothing was done until 
thousands of soldiers arrived in 1942 to build the Alaska 
Highway. Working far from home, occasionally bored, 
and equipped with rifles, soldiers had time and opportu-
nity to hunt moose, bear, and any other animals within 
easy reach. Civilian construction workers, though less 
well armed, joined in the hunt as well. Hunting licences 
cost only a dollar, and a short walk into the bush pro-
vided plenty of targets.

f r o M  g a M e  P r e S e rv e  
to  n at i o n a L  Pa r k

American lawmakers moved more quickly than their 
Canadian counterparts to deal with hunting by soldiers 
and contractors. In July 1942, a 40-mile (64-kilometre)  
no-hunting corridor was established along the Alaska 
portion of the road. In the Yukon, it took a few more 
months for Canada to enact similar regulations, which 
was followed in April 1943 by the creation of the Kluane 
Game Preserve as a precursor to a national park. The 
general no-hunting rule applied to everyone, including 
Indigenous Peoples, but there was no protection for 
habitat. Miners could enter the preserve, stake claims, 
open mines, and hunt without restriction. The general 
idea of the preserve and early national parks was to cre-
ate a place of compelling scenic grandeur to support 
economic development through tourism while also pro-
tecting breeding grounds to facilitate big game hunting 
in surrounding areas.

Kluane 
National Park 
and Reserve

facing Donjek Glacier in Kluane National Park and Reserve. The 

glacier is 56 km (35 mi) long. r ic h a r d h a r t Mier P h o t o gr a P h y.
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a repository for generations of stories, memories, and 
traditional knowledge, it also contains cultural and spir-
itual connections that have sustained communities for 
millennia. One of the storied trails of Kluane is now 
known as the Dän Zhùr (Donjek) Route. It begins near 
Burwash Creek and goes through Hoge Pass (named 
after US Brigadier General Hoge, who first led the con-
struction of the Alaska Highway) to Hoge Creek, the 
Donjek River, and Copper Joe Creek (named after an 
important Southern Tutchone leader). The route pro-
vides amazing views of the Donjek Glacier, wildlife 
habitat, and mountain landscapes.

uneSco wo r L d  h e r i tag e  S i t e

Kluane National Park and Reserve is also one com-
ponent of the largest UNESCO World Heritage Site. 
The inscription recognizes that this huge, protected 
area of 9.8 million hectares (24 million acres) in BC 
and Alaska) contains the largest non-polar icefield in 
the world, as well as examples of some of the world’s 
longest and most spectacular glaciers. In addition to 
biological diversity resulting from its multiple climatic 
and vegetation zones, the World Heritage Site show-
cases remarkable and unique examples of glaciation 
and glacial action. Four protected areas are included in 
the UNESCO recognition: Kluane National Park and 
Reserve, YT; Tatshenshini-Alsek Provincial Park, BC; 
Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve, Ak; and 
Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve, Ak.

Champagne and Aishihik First Nations and Kluane First 
Nation exercise caretaking responsibilities in multiple 
ways—they contribute knowledge about conservation 
and biodiversity, practice subsistence harvesting of 
animals, and share their insights about the land and 
its ecology with tourists and researchers. Interpretive 
walks led by people from these communities are a high-
light for all Kluane visitors.

dä n  Z h ù r  ( d o n j e k )  
r o u t e ,  k Lua n e  n at i o n a L  
Pa r k  a n d  r e S e rv e

A large portion of traditional territory occupied by the 
people of Kluane First Nation is now located within 
Kluane National Park and Reserve. The land was 
more than a place where people lived and hunted. As 

For decades, confusing and conflicting hunting pol-
icies along the Yukon portions of the Alaska Highway 
and in the Kluane Game Preserve persisted. Decisions 
affecting the well-being of Indigenous Peoples were 
often made by officials who either did not understand or 
care about the consequences. For Indigenous Peoples, 
hunting was not simply a matter of providing for food 
and clothing; the practice of hunting was an integral 
part of intergenerational learning, cultural connections, 
and Laws and Protocols. People at Burwash Landing, 
a small Southern Tutchone community that depended 
on harvesting a handful of moose, mountain sheep, 
and caribou for sustenance, clearly set out what they 
believed to be their rights to the land and the effects 
of the hunting bans on their livelihoods. Some officials 
looked for solutions, but others said that the people 
from Burwash should forget about hunting and take 
work in highway maintenance, plant gardens, or move 
away. Southern Tutchone People continued to resist the 
many attempts made to deprive them of access to their 
territories through game laws of various kinds.

Over the years, the game reserve’s borders expanded 
and shrank in rhythm with various petitions and com-
plaints. Threats to the natural environment expanded 
to include more mines as well as an ambitious hydro-
electric scheme on the Yukon River. Land was set aside 
for Kluane National Park in 1972, but its final shape 
required further agreements with First Nations. 

Through the sustained efforts of Southern Tutchone 
People, the federal government eventually agreed to a 
new form of park management that has become stan-
dard practice in many of Canada’s newer national parks. 
The people who had cared for the area as their ances-
tral home for millennia became co-managers. Today, 

“ Southern Tutchone 
People continued 
to resist the many 
attempts made to 
deprive them of access 
to their territories 
through game laws of 
various kinds. ”

Natural ice bridge on the Donjek River, ca. 1913–16. The photo likely 

shows Joe Lamb, a well-known prospector, hunter, and trapper who 

came into the region during the Klondike gold rush. ya, L a Mb a nd 

du va L fa MiLy f ond S , 2015/13 # 9.
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T
HE NOrTHErN lIgHTS, also well known as the 
aurora borealis, are often visible in clear north-
ern skies in winter. They occur when the charged 

particles that make up the solar winds guided by the 
Earth’s magnetic field interact with the upper atmo-
sphere (about 80 kilometres [50 miles] or more above 
the Earth’s surface). The colours depend on which 
kinds of molecules are excited—oxygen produces 
reds and greens and nitrogen produces blues and vio-
let. The phenomenon occurs twenty-four hours a day, 
but the lights are only visible in dark skies. Scientists 
are interested in the aurora and other “space weather” 
mechanisms because the forces that create the lights 
also affect electronically sensitive infrastructure, such 
as telecommunications and power transmission lines.

Scientific studies provide fewer answers about why 
we cherish the northern lights. The beauty of the aurora 
can never be fully captured on film. They are a joyful 
feature of the night sky that dance and move in unpre-
dictable ways in dazzling colour. If solar disturbances 
are strong enough, the aurora can shift suddenly from 
diffuse curtains of light into frenzied auroral storms of 
intense colours.

The northern lights figure prominently in Indige-
nous knowledge and protocols, usually as benevolent 
and energetic forces that assist hunters and migrating 
animals or as reminders that spirits are always watching. 
In stories, children may be told that whistling at the 
aurora can cause the lights to dance more or that malev-
olent spirits can descend from the display (perhaps as a 
reminder, as well, that the appearance of the aurora also 
means that it is time to go to sleep).

Sky Dancers

facing Auroral display above the Yukon River Bridge at the Lewes 

Dam, yt, 2017. The bridge was built in 1955 by the Royal Canadian 

Engineers. r ic h a r d h a r t Mier P h o t o gr a P h y.
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G
EOrgE JOHNSTON (1894–1972) spent his life  
 around Teslin Lake, where his family and others  
 had moved from their traditional Alaskan coast 

home when he was six years old. They established a 
community on the shores of Teslin Lake, 180 kilome-
tres (112 miles) from Whitehorse, YT. Johnson made a 
living as a trapper, mechanic, and entrepreneur. He also 
became a photographer, taxi operator, and knowledge 
keeper dedicated to his family and community.

Curious about Tlingit culture by age sixteen, John-
ston travelled alone through the wilderness to the 
Alaska coast near Juneau to learn stories and traditions 
from the region his family had so recently departed. He 
carried a new mail-order Kodak camera and began a 
thirty-year photographic quest to record the land and 
people around him. He developed his own film and 
gained local enthusiasm for his hobby simply by sharing 
his pictures. His photos record a rich bounty of trap-
ping, hunting, and fishing seasons—and a mix of Tlingit 
generations at home in the woods and on their farms. 
His subjects were familiar with his work and posed with 
a confidence and pride born of a healthy independence.

Johnston was also an innovator with good business 
instincts who recognized the importance of the motor-
car long before there was road access to Teslin Lake. In 
1928, he invested the money from his sale of winter furs 
in a new dark blue Chevrolet sedan and had the dealer-
ship deliver it by barge down the lake. Friends helped 

him cut a 5-kilometre (3-mile) road so he could drive 
around the village; shortly after, he started a taxi ser-
vice for his neighbours. Once ice formed on the narrow 
120-kilometre (75-mile) lake, he expanded his service to 
outlying settlements—bringing families into Teslin for 
community dances and delivering fishermen and hunt-
ers to their camps. Johnston also used the car for his 
own hunting expeditions—painting it white for winter 
camouflage and darker colours each spring.

He married in 1929, but his Tlingit wife, Lucy, died 
six years later, leaving him alone with their daughter, 
Polly. He never remarried, but he took immense pride 
in having taught Polly how to hunt, fish, and drive. 
Today, Johnston’s photography can be found at the fasci-
nating and intimate Teslin museum that bears his name.

George Johnston, Tlingit 
Photographer and Innovator

above George Johnston hunting in Yukon or 

northeastern bc, ca. 1930–50. ya, ge or ge 

john S t on f ond S , 82/428 # 34.

right Left to right: Morley R., Margaret Sidney, 

George Johnston, and Ruth Jackson near the 

Nisutlin River or Wolf River, yt, ca. 1930–50.  

ya, ge or ge john S t on f ond S , 82/428 # 35.

Photo by George Johnston of Matthew Thom on a Teslin-built birch 

toboggan in Yukon or British Columbia, ca. 1930–50. ya, ge or ge 

john S t on f ond S , 82/428 # 86.
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S
OlDIErS ArOUND THE world have used distance  
 markers as reminders about how far (literally and  
 figuratively) they are from home. At Watson Lake, 

YT, however, a soldier’s signpost marking the distance 
to Danville, Il, stayed put and attracted more signs by 
other soldiers. As soon as civilians began driving the 
highway, they took the whole idea up a notch and added 
thousands of signs themselves, leading to one of Cana-
da’s best-known tourism attractions—the Watson Lake 
Sign Post Forest.

The Sign Post Forest began with Carl K. Lindley 
(1919–2002), a twenty-one-year-old soldier with Com-
pany D, 341st Engineers. In 1942, he was transferred to 
Watson Lake to recuperate from an injury. His sore foot 
limited the kind of work he could do, so he was asked 
to repair a damaged sign on the Alaska Highway at the 
intersection with the road to the airport. After he was 
done, he added the name of his hometown and the dis-
tance to his girlfriend, Elinor, back home—2,835 miles.

Lindley was sent back to the US in 1943 with Com-
pany D. He married Elinor before being sent with his 
company overseas, where he took part in the invasion 
of Normandy on D-Day in 1944. Lindley and his wife 
returned to the Sign Post Forest in 1992 during the fif-
tieth anniversary events. His little sign had disappeared, 
but it spurred a tradition of posting signs (likely about 
seventy thousand in total) that continues with travellers 
to this day.

“ After he was done,
he added the name
of his hometown and
the distance to his
girlfriend, Elinor,
back home—2,835
miles. ”

Watson lake sign post 
Forest, a love story

facing Growing the Sign Post Forest at Watson Lake, yt, ca. 1950.  

Lac, dnd, e 010783042.
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T
HE EArlY CAMPS set up by the US Army for the 
Northwest Service Command were largely made up 
of tents and portable buildings on skids. By 1943, 

however, semi-permanent housing and camp facilities 
for the contractors and PrA employees working on the 
Alaska Highway appeared at various places.

The camps accommodated up to one thousand per-
sonnel and included recreation halls, medical facilities, 
and communications services. Construction camps 
were set up every 16 to 25 kilometres (10 to 15 miles) 
along the highway and accommodated between six and 
twelve engineers and from one hundred to two hundred 
construction workers. The camps typically included 
barracks, offices, one large kitchen and combined mess 
hall, a field shop, and a storage warehouse. Due to the 
mobile nature of the work, the facilities were often 
primitive, to say the least, but the scale was impressive.

above Soldiers standing in line for mealtime, June 27, 1943. fSjnPM, 

rudy S c huber t c oL L e c t ion , 2016.065.17 7.

top left Alaska Highway camp cook feeding a bear cub, with a 

larger bear nearby, 1942. fSjnPM, rudy S c huber t c oL L e c t ion , 

2016.031.002.

bottom left A soldier serving apple pie, 1942. ohhQ uSace, 992718072.

HigHWay  
ConstruCtion  
CaMps

A view of the Eighteenth Engineer Combat Regiment’s tent housing, 

in Whitehorse, yt, 1942. ohhQ uSace, 992719868.




