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Purpose of the Alcan 

Highway 
ÅSince the 1930ôs there had been discussions about  

developing a road that would link the western United 
States to Alaska.   

ÅThere was not a strong push for the development of 
the highway until the Japanese defeat of the American 
Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. 

ÅMilitary planners realized how vulnerable Alaska was 
to seaborne attack and invasion.  It was decided to 
develop a land link to our small forces in Alaska and 
for the airfields currently located and planned between 
Seattle, Washington and Fairbanks, Alaska. 

ÅThis dream became the Alaska-Canadian, or Alcan 
Highway  



ÅOn June 4, 1942 Japanese carrier-based aircraft attacked 

Dutch Harbor on the Alaskan Coast and occupied Attu 

and Kiska, in the western Aleutian Islands.  



Strategic Position of Alaska 

Traverse Polyconic Projection Showing Strategic Location of Alaska 



Army Corps of Engineerôs 

Mission 
Å The Corpsô mission, under the guidance of BGEN Clarence L. 

Studevant, was to build a pioneer road suitable for supply trucks as 

fast as humanly possible.  Civilian contractors working for the U.S. 

Public Roads Administration (PRA) will then upgrade the road to 

status of a permanent highway. 

Å SPECIFICATIONS 

Clearing:   32 feet wide minimum 

Grade:   10% maximum 

Curves:   50 foot radium minimum 

Surfacing:   12 feet minimum 

Shoulders:   3 feet minimum 

Ditch depth:   2 feet 

Crown:   1 inch per foot maximum 

Bridges:  Single lane with H15 minimum loading 



Plan of Action 

ÅProvide aerial photos to route survey 
parties to provide general location and 
bearing. 

ÅUsing bearing, surveyors blaze trail and 
mark center line by tying red cloths to 
bushes and trees. 

ÅA plane table party would then traverse the 
alignment and record relative elevations. 

ÅIf this preliminary pass along the proposed 
alignment proved satisfactory, construction 
units would begin dozing. 

ÅCivilian contractors followed to improve the 
pioneer road cut by the Army Engineers. 



Survey Party recording and 

marking center line 



Pathfinding Methodology 
Å When the first surveyors of Company D, 29th Engineer Topographic Battalion and 

Company A of the 648th Engineer Topographic Battalion hit the ground in 

February of 1942, the base maps were simply aerial photographs. 

Å Only one map was provided of the area from Dawson Creek to Fort Nelson. 

Å Paucity of maps and snow up to 18 inches deep posed the biggest problems for 

the route surveyors.  Other problems were the mosquitoes, gnats, and yellow 

jaundice.   

Å The surveyors also had to comply with orders to have the pioneer road service 

the airfields in the Yukon Territory and Alaska, as well as avoiding steep terrain 

and muskegs, as much as possible. 

Å A survey party would normally consist of 1 Officer and 9 Surveyors.  The first 

group to enter the forest would split up into teams and venture out for a mile or 

two to see which alignments held the greatest potential.  The teams would then 

back track and reunite.  This separating and coming back together, along with 

updated aerial photos, was the only way for the surveyors to blaze the best path. 

Å Another survey team would follow behind, running a level survey and tape the 

centerline.  Shortly behind them came the transit team that would record the 

centerline and elevations of the proposed road. 

Å The teams would average about 2 to 4 miles per day.  They used local Indians as 

guides.   



Route surveying was made difficult by the adverse weather and 

heavy vegetation, which limited sighting distance   



A traverse team and recorders  

do final calculations to verify 

that the intended road meets  

specifications. 

These shots show two of the plane 

table survey teams, who fixed 

vertical elevations along the path 



LOGISTICS NIGHTMARE 

Getting the necessary supplies to 

the engineer troops was the greatest 

obstacle during the project, 

especially fuel and oil for the trucks, 

machinery, and stoves 



DOG SLEDS 
ÅWith no defined road established during surveying, 

supplies were brought to the parties either by dog sled 

teams or horses. From the start, the supply team 

would leave with a monthôs supply carried by dog 

sleds. 



Construction of Pioneer Road 
Å The first Engineer Construction regiment (341st) arrived on March 

10, 1942 at Dawson Creek.  They started north to St. John.  Their 

initial goal was to get past Peace River just north of St. John before 

the spring thaw.  Otherwise, they had no means of transporting 

their equipment any farther. 

Å By June of 1942,  seven engineer regiments were on the ground 

and constructing the pioneer road.  Each regiment was assigned a 

strip of land approximately 350 miles long.  Their goal was to reach 

the next regimentôs pioneer road before winter set in. 

18th Engineer Combat Regiment 

35th Engineer Combat Regiment 

93rd Engineer General Service Regiment (colored) 

95th Engineer General Service Regiment (colored) 

97th Engineer General Service Regiment (colored) 

340th Engineer General Service Regiment 

341st Engineer General Service Regiment 



 


