
The CBJ Natural History Project
Created by Richard Carstensen, 
Discovery Southeast, for CBJ 
Parks & Recreation, 2010. 

Discovery Southeast is a 
nonprofit organization promoting 
direct, hands-on learning 
from nature through natural 
science and outdoor 
education programs 
for youth, adults, and 
teachers. Discovery 
naturalists deepen 
the bonds between 
people & nature. •  www.
discoverysoutheast.org  •  463-
1500

The City and Borough/Parks & 
Recreation welcomes you.
    Parks & Recreation manages 
50 miles of trails and fosters 
innovative 
stewardship 
of its diverse 
resources.  
Collectively, 
along with our partners Alaska 
State Parks, the U.S. Forest 
Service, Trail Mix and SAGA, 135 
miles of trails are managed--
connecting our community with 
Juneau’s magnificent landscape.    
    We hope you have a great 
experience on your trails. Take 
only memories, leave only 
footprints.
    Please call Parks & Recreation 
at 586-5226 if you have questions 
about CBJ trails.  www.juneau.
org/parksrec.

Trails on City land 
Lands owned by the City and 
Borough of Juneau (CBJ) are among 
the most scenic and ecologically 
diverse in Southeast Alaska. CBJ 
engaged Discovery Southeast—a 
Juneau-based natural history 
education group—to study, map and 
interpret 10 trail networks between 
Berners Bay and Douglas. In each 
case, a watershed framework was 
applied (black outlines on map).

Trailhead signs introduce the 
highlights of natural and human 
history in each of the 10 selected 
watersheds. Trail brochures and a summary guide 
to the CBJ cover geology, habitats, and wildlife, 
returning always to questions about the evolving 
relationships of people with their dynamic homeland. 

What, for example, did Gold Creek estuary look 
like the year before gold was discovered? (Cutaway 
view below.) Where might people have camped when 
Mendenhall Valley was an ice-choked bay with sea 
level 500 feet higher than today?

 
The Áak’w Kwáan name for Gold Creek was Dzantik’i 
Héeni: “Creek where little flounders gather.” In 
1879 the land was about 5 feet lower. Tides reached 
today’s Glacier and Willoughby Avenues. Nutrient-
rich soils on the creek fan probably supported 
trees much taller than today’s Federal 
Building. Can you find the 
2 tiny smokehouses?

Rocks, plants, critters, people
Natural history description builds from the ground 
up: beginning with bedrock geology, then the 
surficial deposits of glaciers, seas, streams, etc. Next 
come the plant communities distinctive to each of 
these geologic landforms, and the fish and wildlife 
that respond to those vegetation types. Finally, 
comes human industry, habitation, recreation, and 
conservation. Like a well-built house, each of these 
descriptive layers gives foundation to the next.

We’ve taken this approach for each of 10 selected 
watersheds. Next time you visit them, check out our 
signs and brochures.

Here we zoom out from watershed scale to consider 
the entire roaded portion of our Borough. What are 
some of the big-picture patterns that emerge?

Faults & fish  Juneau’s finest coho salmon 
streams (Cowee, Windfall, Montana, and Peterson-
OuterPoint) all nestle within gently graded, fault-
controlled 
valleys aligned 
NW-SE. Streams 
such as Gold 
Creek, running 
more directly 
downslope to the 
sea, are often too 
steep for fish. 
By ‘capturing’ 
streams and 
turning them 
parallel to the coastline for long distances, bedrock 
faults substantially boost Juneau’s fish production. 

Vegetation trends  The 
center-panel map shows 
that watersheds on 
Douglas Island, and the 
fairly mellow topography 
of the northern Gravina 
belt, are covered mostly 
with conifer forest: brushy slide vegetation and 
subalpine communities are restricted to ridge crests. 

That pattern reverses in the southeastern, teacup-
shaped watersheds, where steep valley walls 
compose one continuous avalanche zone. In the Gold 

watershed, slide vegetation covers 70% 
of the landscape, and conifer forest 
only 12%. In contrast, 80% of Fish 
Creek watershed is conifer forest.     

Deer forest  In summer, Sitka black-
tailed deer range from summit to 
beach, but in deep-snow winters, 
only a fraction of that landscape can 

You are here
Geologic landforms influenced the growth of 
downtown Juneau. Our historic neighborhoods 
correspond well to underlying deposits of 
stream, sea and landslide. The Casey-
Shattuck neighborhood is on the gently 
sloping fan of Gold Creek. Chicken Ridge 
and the Juneau Townsite neighborhoods 
occupy a delta formed beneath the ocean 

more than 10,000 years 
ago when sea level was 
much higher. Snow, rock 
and mudslides claimed 
lives and buildings in the 
Downtown Historic 
District. 

CBJ topography conforms to this NW-SE-
running series of shear zones (faults) and 
crustal fragments (terranes). Most roads 
and trails are in “softer,” easily eroded 
rocks of the Gravina and Taku terranes. 
The highest, most resistant peaks of the 
Juneau Icefield are granitics in the Speel 
River and Central Mountain belts. Line A-B 
is shown in the profile below. 

Taku terrane rocks override the
older Gravina belt along the Gastineau
Channel fault. Gold-quartz deposition
concentrated at the heavily fractured 
eastern edges of the Taku terrane and 
Gravina Belt.
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support them. The ideal 
winter deer forest has 
moderately large old-
growth conifers, at low 
elevation, close to salt 
water. A fairly steep, 
south-facing slope is 
optimum. Here, the low-angle winter sun can 
melt snow away from evergreen forage plants. 

The southwestern shoreline of Douglas 
Island offers the best combination of these 
features. On the mainland, deeper snow, 
wolves, and human development reduce the 
quality of winter deer habitat.  

Gold towns, fish towns  Downtown Juneau 
and Treadwell/Douglas–centered on gold 
deposits–have the least inviting microclimate 
in the greater CBJ. While many flash-in-the-
pan Alaskan gold towns soon reverted to 
wilderness, in Gastineau Channel the boom 
lasted 60 years, committing these towns to 
their scenic-but-blustery locations.

Before gold, the region’s cultural hub was 
Aanchgaltsoow, the Áak’w Kwáan village at 
Auke Bay. This mile-long, south-facing, sand-
gravel crescent beach boasted sunny benches 
for gardens, sheltered from Gastineau’s wind 
and rain, with herring swarms in spring and 
Auke Lake sockeyes in summer.
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Ten unique watersheds
From north to south along the mainland, the 
selected watersheds are: 

1) Cowee-Davies  Largest, wildest, most 
productive CBJ watershed. Granitic headwall 
with peaks almost 6000 feet high. Brown 
bear refuge; finest coho stream. Vast uplift 
parkland; great trail diversity. 

2) Amalga  Lovely ‘risen valley’ with 
uplift features, quiet pocket beaches. Wildlife 
hotspot; portal to abandoned Eagle River 
Mine. Dairy history. Base for the Southeast 
Alaska Guidance Association.

3) Peterson-25 mile*  Jensen-Olson 
Arboretum; identified plants; historic gardens. 
Trails to Peterson Lake and to nearby beach 
overlook.  

4) Montana-McGinnis  Healthiest fish & 
wildlife habitat of the greater Mendenhall 
watershed. Lower stream very dynamic—
influenced by advance of Mendenhall Glacier.

5) Auke Lake  Along with Auke Bay, 
the region’s pre-gold cultural hub. The Auk 
Kwáan take their name from the lake. Today, 
a research and educational center (University, 
National Marine Fisheries Service weir.)

6) Switzer  Dzantik’i Héeni Middle School 
has fine array of educational trails within 
quick reach on foot. Good for study of post-
logging succession; several varieties of old 
growth and wetland. 

7) Gold  Mount Roberts trail and tram offer 
Juneau’s easiest access to subalpine and alpine 
habitats. Home of the state capital; intensive 
mining history. Downtown constructed on 
raised marine delta and mine waste.

On Douglas Island, the watersheds are: 
8) Paris  Source waters to the Treadwell 

Glory Hole. Mature deciduous forest is locally 
uncommon habitat, colonizing abandoned 
mining town. Well mapped ruins. Sandy 
Beach is mine tailings.

9) Fish  The island’s dominant, central 
watershed. CBJ’s only driving access to high 
country; Eaglecrest ski area. Largest estuary 
on Douglas Island; gravel ponds host king 
salmon fishery. Hotspot for water birds. 

10) Peterson-OP*  Outer Point trail 
complex; uplift landforms; high habitat 
diversity in short distance. Best winter deer 
habitat of our 10 selected watersheds. CBJ’s 
finest large-tree alluvial fan forest. 

* CBJ has two Peterson Creeks. They’re 
distinguished here as Peterson-25mile, and 
Peterson-OP. 

COWEE-DAVIES NETWORK
Total miles: 11 miles
Difficulty: variable 
Ownership: CBJ, AK, private, FS 

AMALGA NETWORK
Total miles: 0.8 miles
Difficulty: easy 
Ownership: CBJ 

JENSEN-OLSON OVERLOOK
Distance: 0.2 miles
Difficulty: easy 
Ownership: CBJ 

MONTANA NETWORK
Total miles: 13.4 miles 
Difficulty: variable 
Ownership: CBJ, State, USFS

AUKE LAKE TRAIL
Distance: 1.1 miles
Difficulty: easy 
Ownership: CBJ

SWITZER NETWORK
Total miles: 3.1 miles
Difficulty: easy 
Ownership: CBJ, USFS

GOLD CREEK NETWORK
Total miles: 13 miles
Difficulty: difficult 
Ownership: CBJ, USFS, private

TREADWELL NETWORK
Total miles: 2.3 miles
Difficulty: easy 
Ownership: CBJ, private

FISH CREEK PARK
Distance: 0.7 miles
Difficulty: easy 
Ownership: CBJ, State

OUTER POINT NETWORK
Total miles: 2.8 miles
Difficulty: easy 
Ownership: CBJ

Tread Lightly!
• Please don’t pick wild flowers.
• Do not feed wildlife.
Pack it out
• Carry out all trash.
• Please pick up after your pet.

Tlingit place 
names
The Áak’w and T’aakú 
Kwáans (‘tribes’) converged 
in Gastineau Channel. 
Within a year of the 
founding of Juneau, they 
moved from original 
settlements at Auke Bay and 
Bishop Point (asterisks) to 
new villages adjacent to the 
gold town. 

This map shows cultural 
sites of 3 clans: the 
Wooshkeetaan, L’eeneidí, 
and Yanyeidí. ‘Old’ sites are 
distinguished from those 
still active in 1946. To give 
a sense of conditions just 
prior to first European 
contact in 1794, expanded 
glaciers (blue tint) are 
shown in the Eagle, Herbert 
and Mendenhall Valleys. 
Note bergs in lower right; 
even as late as the mid 
1800s, ships were trapped 
in Gastineau Channel by ice 
from Taku Glacier.

Especially in the Little 
Ice Age, Áak’w Ta—Auke 
Bay—was a more welcoming 
homesite than icy, rainy 
Gastineau. 
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Sources
•  Goldschmidt, W. and T. Haas. 1946. Haa Aani. Our Land: Tlingit and Haida land rights and use. U. Washington Press. Revised 1998.
•  Miller, L., H. Stowell, and G. Gehrels, 2000. Progressive deformation associated with mid-Cretaceous to Tertiary contractional 
tectonism in the Juneau gold belt, Coast Mountains, southeastern Alaska. In: Stowell, H. & W. McClellan, eds. 2000. Tectonics of the 
Coast Mountains, Southeastern Alaska and British Columbia. Geological Society of America Special Paper 343.
•  Miller, R. 1975. Surficial geology map of the Juneau urban area and vicinity, Alaska. Miscellaneous Investigations Series I-885.

Trail miles and ownership
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