
  www.discoverysoutheast.org   •    29

peopLe on tHe LAnd
In Haa Kusteeyí, Our Culture, (1994), Nora and Richard 
Dauenhauer described a common omission in Alaskan histo-
ries. Citing a popular publication on Juneau, they noted:

“In its 79 pages . . .there is not a single reference in the text or in any 
photography to ‘Tlingit’ or any other ethnic minority.”

If humanity’s tenure in this ecoregion were compressed 
into a week, the Euro-American chapter would flash by in 2 
hours. Let’s start, then, with what we know about the preced-
ing 166 hours. Currently a somewhat fuzzy story, it comes 
into sharper focus with each fresh contribution from midden-
diggers, culture-bearers, geneticists, climate historians, 
palynologists, linguists, geomorphologists, and anthropolo-
gists. Workers in most of these fields routinely revise or even 
reverse their previous interpretations.

Although archeologists describe tool kits, diets, and trade 
networks as revealed in excavations, it’s harder to trace cul-
tural identities and languages. When (and where from) did 
Tlingit speakers arrive on the rainy coast? While this most 
fundamental mystery of Southeast deep history may be intrac-
table to any one of the above-listed disciplines, it will ulti-
mately be resolved by collaborations among them.  

Deep history: the first ‘166 hours’  First peoples probably 
paddled into Southeast Alaska in skin boats shortly after the 
great glaciers uncovered it. Within the CBJ, no evidence has 
yet been found of these pioneers; the closest archeological site 
of that era is near Excursion Inlet, 40 miles away. But it’s rea-
sonable to imagine sophisticated oceangoing seal-hunters—
relatives of On-your-knees Cave man, perhaps (sidebar)—vis-
iting or living in our Juneau watersheds.   

For several millennia, the Archipelago’s first residents 
used microblade tools of obsidian and argillite.1 There was no 
western redcedar or even knot-free spruce to be had; nearest 
suitable canoe wood was down around Fraser River. Climate-
wise, however, seal-hunting kayakers of the Paleomarine tra-
dition probably enjoyed the most benign environment of the 
past 20,000 years—the Thermal optimum (adjacent timeline). 

As climate grew more volatile in the Neoglacial, 2 to 
3 millennia ago, the great Northwest Coast cultures arose. 
Archeological evidence includes stone mauls and wooden 
wedges for splitting planks; stakes driven into tideflats for 
mass collection of salmon; and deep middens suggesting pro-
longed occupation by large populations. People of the graceful 

1  Initial assumptions that these early inhabitants lived in small, dispersed 
groups were challenged by discoveries since 2009 of massive cultural depos-
its 6,000 to 9,000 years old on Prince of Wales and neighboring islands (Jim 
Baichtal & Risa Carlson, pers comm.)  

Timeline of human events

timeline 
continues

*** Dating convention switches from BP to AD at bold line.           
See also footnote on C14 calibration curve, p 30. 

date event    (BP = years before present) 

10,000 
BP

End of Great Ice Age. Ice retreated but sea level much higher at 
Juneau. First humans arrive. Non-local obsidian tools indicate 

long-distance trading networks.

10,000-
6,000 BP

Paleomarine tradition: microblades abundant (unlike subsequent 
Northwest Coast culture), middens have mollusks, fish bones, 

sea mammals.

9,000-
5,000 BP

Thermal Optimum, warmer and drier than today. Fire-swept 
woodland offers more resources than subsequent rain forest. 

Identity of transitional cultures undetermined. 

5,000-
3,000 BP

Early stages of Northwest Coast culture. Flaked microblades 
replaced by ground stone points, barbed harpoons, labrets, 

wooden weir stakes for mass salmon harvest.  

3000 BP 
***

Begins cooler, wetter climate, episodic glacial advances, 
fluctuating sea level, new stresses and opportunities for 

wildlife & humans. Emergence of elite social classes. 

***
200 AD Fort occupied near Outer Point, Douglas Island. 

~500 AD Settlements shift to more defensible sites with good views.  

~500 AD Fort occupied on point near Auk Nu Creek — This site used as 
well in early historic times.  

1400 AD Fish trap buried by flooding on Montana Creek. 

1550 AD In oral tradition, arrival of Dipper House at Auke Bay, origin of 
Áak’w Kwáan. (Taku retreat stories fit better with mid-1700s.)

1741
Chirikov’s expedition loses 2 boats apparently off Chichagof, 

sights Tlingit parties. Encounter possibly 
preserved in oral tradition. 

1750 Taku Glacier dams Inlet. T’aakú Kwáan isolated from coast.

1765 Climax of Little Ice Age. Trader-imperialists arrive before 
warming climate enhances subsistence opportunities.  

1779 Spanish explore outer coast—probable vectors of smallpox to the 
inner Archipelago. Tlingit already using iron tools.  

1794

Whidbey cartographic survey in 3 rowboats, probably first 
Europeans to encounter Áak’w people, on 2 separate sorties from 

Vancouver voyage: in July, then August. Áak’w paddlers were 
fired upon and probably killed.

1799
Richard Cleveland’s vessel Caroline traverses Stephens Passage. 

Goes aground, probably in Áak’w territory, but 
re-floats before discovery.

Timeline dates adjusted from published results with calibra-
tion curve (sidebar, Deciphering ancient environments). 

Ancient Xootsnoowú village site of Naltóoshgán, 
south of Aangóon. Clan house outlines and storage 
pits on raised beach sand and deep shelly midden.  

On-your-knees Cave man
In 1996, in a cave on Tàan, sea lion (Prince of Wales 
Island), remains were found of a man who died in his 
20s about 10,300 years ago. His diet was marine fish, 
mollusks and sea mammals. DNA from his teeth was 
compared with that of living Natives of Alaska and the 
Americas. So far, closest haplogroup matches to his 
maternal lineage (D4H3) are from southern California, 
Ecuador and Tierra del Fuego (Bryson, 2009).  
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Deciphering ancient environments
What flora and fauna greeted the first people to explore the Alexander 
Archipelago? Most of our information comes from palynology—the study 
of pollen and plant fragments in cores from peat bogs and lake sediments. 
Radiocarbon dates from the bottoms of these samples are as old as 
14,000 years in the Juneau area.1  

1  Radiocarbon dates reported by earlier papers such as Miller (1975a), and 
Engstrom (1990) are considerably more recent than actual dates. Researchers have 
slowly adjusted a calibration curve that allows conversion of carbon-14 dates to 
actual years before present (Balter, 2010). All dates given throughout this guide 

As the following ice-core temperature 
charts reveal, radical warming began about 
14,000 BP. Peat cores near Glacier Bay 
(Engstrom et al. 1990) suggest a cooling 
period known as the Younger Dryas. Glaciers 
re-advanced, and an earlier pine savannah 
was replaced by thin-soiled tundra dominated 
by mountain sagewort (Artemisia sp). Toward 
the end of the Younger Dryas, about 10,000 
years ago, people arrived in Southeast.   

Not only were terrestrial habitats utterly 
different; neither would we recognize the 
shorelines of 10,000 BP. The land hadn’t yet 
rebounded from depression under ice that 
had been a mile-deep. Relative sea level was 
hundreds of feet higher at Juneau, dividing 
Admiralty and Chichagof into smaller islands. 

In this visualization and map, I’ve pic-
tured ‘Mendenhall Bay’ as first kayakers 
probably saw it, with sea level about 200 
feet higher than today. It’s not known for 
sure whether the glacier still calved into the 
bay at that time.2 Cloning from other pho-
tographs, I borrowed glaciers, bergs and 
unforested slopes from upper Glacier Bay. In 
foreground and right middle distance is dry 
tundra ‘rubberstamped’ from Denali scenes.

I like to imagine Hill 560—that forested 
bump separating today’s Auke Lake from 
Mendenhall Valley—when it was a barren 
gull island in a berg-choked bay. Maybe it’s 
a good place to prospect for Paleomarine 
obsidian microblade chips, traded from inte-
rior British Columbia. 

     

have been converted from raw radiocarbon years 
cited in original reports to calendar years BP 
according to this curve.

2  At the asterisk on this map, about 100 feet 
above today’s sea level, Cathy Pohl and I collected 
a variety of marine shells that couldn’t have sur-
vived in a turbid bay next to a calving glacier. This 
suggests that during part of the marine intrusion 
the glacier had retreated beyond the shoreline. 
However, it did probably surge forward in the 
Younger Dryas. All ages of glaciomarine deposits (p 
10) include boulders fallen from melting icebergs 
(dropstones). Whether those bergs came from the 
Taku, Mendenhall, or other glaciers is currently 
unknown. 

Plant communities at Pleasant Island
from Engstrom et al. (1990)

16,000-13,700 BP  sedge-willow tundra
13,700-12,800 BP  pine-alder savannah
12,800-10,000 BP  sagewort tundra (Y. Dryas)

‘Mendenhall Bay,’ ~10,000 years ago.

carved canoes were no strangers to fickle, austere weather. 
Although Neoglacial climate grew cooler and wetter, it 

bestowed 2 immense gifts on coastal cultures. First was a 
dramatic increase in salmon about 3,500 years ago due to 
improved oceanic foraging conditions (Finney, 2006).

Second was northward migration of redcedar. Some 
paleoecologists feel that this tree—favored by damper soils 
that inhibited spruce and hemlock on many low-productive 

sites—was fundamental to the flourishing of Northwest 
cultures (Hebda & Whitlock, 1997). Whether or not they 
were prerequisite, redcedar homes, watercraft, clothing 
and boxes facilitated accumulation of personal and tribal 
wealth and power. Cedar thereby extended the range of 
trading or warring clans to distant watersheds, biogeo-
graphic provinces, even ecoregions—far beyond the 
reach or aspirations of most hunting-gathering peoples. 

View NE from
Isle 560.
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sidebar continues

Timeline continued

Although redcedar grew no farther north than Kake at time 
of first European contact, trading with Haida canoe-carvers 
ensured that even the northernmost Jilkáat owned masterfully 
crafted, 50-foot redcedar sea-craft. We should also consider 
the likelihood that northwestward expansion of redcedar into 
Southeast Alaska was intentionally accelerated by people who 
revered this culture-defining tree.  

As throughout the Americas, Tlingit villages were deci-
mated by European diseases, sometimes before residents saw 
or even heard of their pale-skinned vectors. This probably 
caused migrations and shifting clan boundaries in the mid 
1700s, unrecorded by even the earliest explorer-scribes. Every 
Tlingit clan has its own migration story. Reading of these 
travels (Hope & Thornton, 2000) one realizes that kwáan and 
clan maps at time of contact (Emmons, 1991; Goldschmidt & 
Haas, 1998; Hope, 2003) represent just one snapshot in time. 
Climate change, resource fluctuation, and inter-clan conflict 
kept people on the move.

For example, in the heart of the Little Ice Age, the 

Ice-core temperatures 
(Muller & McDonald, 2000), 
expanded twice for more 
recent detail.

Above: On left is deep 
record: climax of Wisconsin 
Glaciation and subsequent 
cool dip of Younger Dryas. 
Red box expanded to right 
shows Holocene. 

Paleomarine paddlers 
arrived here as agricul-
ture began in Europe. 
Throughout the Thermal 
Optimum, Southeast 
Alaskans ate more cod than 
salmon. Red Neoglacial box 
expanded in lower charts.

Lower pair: Neoglacial events in Europe and Southeast Alaska. 
Some European historians postulate connections between warmer 
intervals and ‘good stuff’ such as the apogee of Rome, cathedrals, 
etc, while coldest dips coincide with ‘bad stuff.’ This approach is 
susceptible to cultural bias; as a Viking I resent being lumped with 
the Black Death. But whether climatic peaks and troughs were 
good or bad, the Neoglacial was a cultural catalyst. Throughout the 
Pacific Northwest, flowering of cultures founded upon redcedar and 
salmon coincided with destabilizing Neoglacial climate. 

Yaxteitaan (Dipper People), ancestors of Áak’w 
Kwáan, left the Stikine area, immigrating to Auke 
Bay via a sojourn at Tsaa T’ei Héen on Admiralty 
Island (Joseph, 1967). When they arrived, the T’aakú 
Kwáan may have been barred from the coast by the 
much-expanded Taku Glacier (Motyka, 1989). As that 
glacier was receding catastrophically in 1794, Joseph 
Whidbey’s cartographic survey found no cultural fea-
tures in Taku Inlet, or any of the territory since claimed 

1834

Russians & British settle at Wrangell. Measles and smallpox 
epidemics reduce Southeast Native population from 10,000 to 
4,500. Disease probably reaches Áak’w territory; Veniaminov 

census of 1834 counts only 100 Áak’w. 

1839 James Douglas census, Hudson Bay Co., counts 203 Áak’w 
(including 4 slaves), and 493 T’aakú (119 slaves). 

1854 Dutch whaler Backenhousen trapped in Gastineau Channel 6 
weeks by ice bergs from Taku Inlet.

1867-84

Alaska transferred from Russia to US. Southeast initially under 
martial law by Army, then Navy. First euro-settlers are 

predominantly inebriates, carpetbaggers, and soul-savers, 
displacing Natives from fish camps and village sites.

1868 Commander Meade encounters Áak’w people in Young Bay, which 
he names Auk Bay. Name later transferred to present location. 

1879

Áak’w villagers show gold quartz from Gastineau Channel to 
Captain Beardslee in Sitka. Stikine elder Toyatte reluctantly 
guides Muir and Young through Áak’w territory, including 
Gastineau Channel. John Lemon prospects Lemon Creek. 

1880 Prospectors Juneau and Harris pass through the Áak’w winter 
village. Kaawa.ée shows them placer gold in Silverbow Basin. 

1881 By year’s end there are 150 people at what is 
today called Juneau. 

1882 Work begins on Treadwell Ditch, to deliver water to 
mines for hydropower.

1884 Still no land laws; vigilance committee begins to quell violence. 
Gold mining accelerates on Treadwell side of channel.

1885 Waters of upper Fish Creek diverted into Treadwell Ditch.

1887 Miners round up and set adrift the entire Chinese population of 
Juneau, except for popular China Joe. 

1889 Road reaches Silverbow Basin, “the longest and 
best road in Alaska” 

1890 Treadwell Ditch completed. Fish Creek and other Douglas 
streams dewatered.

1892 Wes Waydelich homesteads in Auke Bay on creek named for him. 
Marries ‘Jennie,’ from Aanchgaltsóow. 

1893 Juneau swollen into rowdy boom town, population about 1500, 
with 3 schools, 22 saloons.

1895 Huge snow avalanche from Sheep Mtn sweeps over Silverbow 
Basin, destroying Perseverance mill and bunkhouse. 

1896 Ebner Mill destroyed by snowslide.

1898 Áak’w matriarch Bessie Visaya born.  Attends school above 
today’s Governor’s Mansion.

1899 John Peterson stakes claim on Peterson Creek.

1900 Capital established at Juneau (not physically transferred from 
Sitka until 1906).

1902
Most of Áak’w Kwáan have moved from original village at today’s 
Auke Rec to the village on Willoughby Avenue. Auke Bay remains 

important for gardens and cemeteries.  
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kwáan, clan
The Tlingit are com-
prised of 2 moieties: 
Raven and Eagle. A 

kwáan is one of about 
20 geographically situ-
ated ‘tribes’ compos-
ing the Tlingit nation. 

Áak’w and T’aakú 
kwáan territories meet 
in Juneau. Each kwáan 
is composed of several 
clans, for example the 

L’eeneidí, or gift blanket 
people. Clans are not 
unique to kwáans, but 
typically occur in sev-
eral different villages 

throughout Southeast.

Áak’w and T’aaku Kwáan place 
names and cultural sites from 
Thornton (2012), Goldschmidt & 
Haas (1998), and Hope (2003). 
These names and translations 
are a work in progress, open 
to multiple interpretations. I’ve 
mapped them here in spite of 
provisional status because to do 
otherwise: 1) further postpones 
recognition of the place-rooted 
poetry of Tlingit names, and; 2) 
perpetuates irrelevant IWGNs 
(important white guy names). 

Places named for distant 
dead dignitaries tell nothing 
about the country. In fact IWGNs 
alienate us from our home—
impediments to Discovery 
Southeast’s core mission of con-
necting people and place. 

For mistranslations, omis-
sions and other errors, I apolo-
gize. Comments and corrections 
will be incorporated into future 
revisions.   

Pre-contact 
conditions: 

expanded gla-
ciers; higher 

sea level; 
Taku Glacier 
bergs chok-

ing Gastineau 
Channel.T’aakú 

Yanyeidí may not 
have reached 

this extent until 
glacial retreat in 
the early 1800s.
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by T’aakú Kwáan; only close-packed ice bergs and driving 
sleet in the month of August! 

In 1946, Walter Goldschmidt, Ted Haas, and interpreter Joe 
Kahklen of Klukwan interviewed elders throughout Southeast, 
recording statements on traditional land use. The oldest person 
they talked to in Juneau was Mary D. Johnson, L’eeneidí clan, 
allegedly 98 years old. She fished in Dzantik’i Héeni (Gold 
Creek) as a mature woman before Joe Juneau ever saw it. 

From testimony of authorities like Mary comes the deep 
history of Juneau. Áak’w Kwáan derives its name from a sock-
eye lake 3 miles east of the village; Áak’w means little lake.2  
The village’s mile-long, south-facing, sand-gravel crescent 
had welcoming uplift benches for gardens and long-houses. 
Sheltered from the bitter wind and rain of Gastineau Channel, 
Auke Bay was where canoeists undistracted by gold built their 
mainland winter village. They called it Aanchgaltsóow, nexus 
town, from which people came and went to satellite camps 
(pers comm, M. Olson, R. Dauenhauer, D. Katzeek).3 Add to 
those amenities the prolific spring herring runs (extinguished 
by the 1960s) luring swarms of birds and marine mammals 
into the bay to break winter’s grip. Even more strategic as 
conflict escalated throughout the neoglacial Northwest begin-
ning around 500 AD, factor in elevated and sweeping views of 
approaching enemies. Two miles east of Aanchgaltsóow was 
a bluff-top fortress. In the time of Áak’w Kwáan, the stockade 
here was called Áak’w Noow. Since 1962, USGS maps have 
named the creek “Auk Nu.” 

 
Shallow history; the ‘last 2 hours:’  The first documented 
contact between Áak’w Kwáan and European explorers 
occurred on July 18th, 1794. Lieutenant Whidbey of the 
Vancouver Expedition, with 3 small survey boats, rowed into 
a southerly gale past Asx’ée, twisted tree (Eagle River), where 

2  Perhaps the name inferred smaller size than Atlin’s Áa Tlein, big lake. 

3  This is one place-name translation in which I depart from Thornton (2012) 
on the preceding map; concurrence by 3 local authorities suggests nexus 
town is more appropriate than town that moved. 

Timeline continued

Above: Aanchgaltsóow, nexus town, the principal winter village at 
today’s Auke Rec. Dark, waist-high vegetation above paler fringe 
of beach rye (Leymus mollis) is probably cultivated nettle (Urtica 
doica), a popular potherb and fiber plant. Nettles still abound here 
but now compete with taller vegetation. Although uncommon in 
Southeast, Urtica consistently grows around former Native villages 
and camps. Deur & Turner (2006) explain that plant cultivation was 
more widespread and intensive among Northwest peoples than rec-
ognized by early explorers or contemporary historians.

Alaska State Library, Case & Draper collection, 1888,  ASL-P39-1172.

1903
Thomas Knudsen builds road up Duck Creek to Mendenhall 

Glacier, hauling supplies to mines on Nugget Creek. First bridge 
over lower Mendenhall River; soon washes out. 

1905
Knudsen dairy is first in Mendenhall Valley to receive homestead 
title. Cattle are incompatible with wolves and brown bears, who 

are driven back into the hills.

1907 Tongass National Forest established by Theodore Roosevelt.  

1908 Father Brown’s trail completed to site of cross on Mt Roberts. 

1910

Adolph Knopf map, published 1912, shows scattered shoreline 
cabins, no coastal road, maze of trails to mines inland. 

Richardson Trail connects to Berners Bay via Montana Creek, 
Windfall Lake and Eagle River. 

1911 Fire destroys 16 buildings in Douglas.

1912 Alaskan Native Brotherhood founded in Juneau. 
Governor’s Mansion built.

1913 Willoughby Avenue constructed at high tide line on piling, 
isolates Áak’w village from beach. 

1914
Treadwell Mining Co. completes hydro plant using water from 

Nugget Creek. Ten thousand-foot tunnel connects 
Silverbow & Sheep Creek basins.

1915 Salmon Creek Dam constructed by Alaska Gastineau Mining Co.

1917
In January, 2 gigantic snowslides from Mt Roberts destroy 3000 
feet of snowsheds on railroad to Sheep Creek tunnel. In April, 

catastrophic cave-in floods Treadwell mines. 

1918 Alaska Road Commission connects Juneau to Auke Bay. 

1920 Rain on snow causes landslide near AJ mine in January; 
buildings destroyed, people killed and injured.

1921 Alaska Gastineau & Treadwell Mines close. Through the 1920s, 
the Alaska Juneau (AJ) becomes our main economic driver.

1925 Glacier Highway reaches Eagle River.

1926 Fire burns all of eastern Douglas, including T’aakú village 
and most of adjoining Treadwell. 

1928 Fritz Cove Road built. Montana Creek Road completed to 
McGinnis confluence by Bureau of Public Roads.

1932
“Winter of the big snow.” In April, several landslides 
destroy Juneau buildings. One throws debris across 

channel to Douglas docks.  

1935
CCC builds  trails, roads and recreational shelters throughout 
Juneau. Main camp is on Montana Creek.  First car crosses 

Juneau-Douglas bridge.

1937 Yet another great fire burns much of Douglas and Treadwell. 
School is established at Fish Creek.

1938 Pan American Airways clears a dirt landing strip at 
site of today’s airport.

1944 AJ mine shuts down.

1946 Goldschmidt & Hass pass through Juneau documenting claims to 
land use by numerous Áak’w and T’aakú elders. 

1952 Although eagles were federally protected since the 1940s down 
south, Alaska paid bounties for 12 more years.  

1959 Alaska becomes a state.

1960 Navigational channel dredged through Mendenhall Wetlands.

1963 Greater Juneau Borough incorporated. 
Alaska Marine Highway established. 

1971 Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act establishes 
SeaAlaska, Goldbelt Corporations.

1976 Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge established.

1989 Discovery Southeast founded. 
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L’eeneidí people waved from the beach, then onward through Nex’w 
X’aayí, cloudberry point (Lena) into Áak’w Ta (Auke Bay). There, 
several Áak’w canoes, sleeker and faster than Whidbey’s pudgy 
vessels, pulled out to intercept him. Whidbey was stand-offish—
fresh from an encounter with musket-brandishing Jilkáat warriors 
near Haines—and he turned away toward Xutsnoowú (Admiralty 
Island). The Áak’w paddlers easily outflanked him and disembarked 
at his intended camp, presenting spears. Rather than risk violence, 
Whidbey fled north around Xuts Lutú, brown bear inside the nose, 
which George Vancouver later named Point Retreat in commemora-
tion. (Olson, 1993)

Whidbey’s second passage through Áak’w Aaní was in August of 
the same year, this time approaching from the south. Turned back by 
ice in Gastineau Channel, he proceeded west between Douglas and 
Admiralty Islands.4 Followed closely by Áak’w canoes, he ordered a 
warning musket shot fired. When the response was even more ener-
getic pursuit, another shot was discharged at the lead canoe, whose 
occupants all crouched and fell back. 

Whidbey couldn’t tell if anyone had been killed or wounded. But 
the next day, retracing his route, his crew heard lamentations from 

4  Douglas & Admiralty are ‘Important White Guy Names.’ Euro-Americans typically 
named places to honor people with little knowledge of or relevance to our deep or 
shallow history. In contrast, Tlingit kwáans and clans often take their names from 
places. (Carstensen, 1999). 

an unnamed village (Olson, 1993, Vancouver, 
1984).5 As for several other kwáans, this first 
direct engagement with Europeans brought 
tragedy to the Little Lake People.   

The 4 holy grails of Euro-American explo-
ration, in rough chronological order, were 
furs, gold, fish and timber. Of these, by far 
the most important to Juneau would be gold. 
But in 1840, there was a brief, failed attempt 
by Hudson Bay Company to establish a fur-
trading post at S’iknáxs’aank’í (Taku Harbor). 
Named Fort Durham, the post was abandoned 
after only 3 years (Venison sidebar). Robert 
DeArmond (1980) suggested, “The Taku tribe 
. . . preferred fighting to trading and kept other 
tribes away as well.” In the half-century since 
Whidbey’s visit, T’aakú Kwáan had breached 
the ice-berg blockade to become a major 
coastal power.

Early fur traders considered Áak’w Aaní a 
backwater compared to Sitka and Wrangell—
the regional centers of commerce. For 40 years 
after Fort Durham, Áak’w and T’aakú Kwáans 
saw few ships—mostly just passers through. 
It was gold fever that finally put Gastineau 
Channel on the map.

In 1880, L’eeneidí shaman Kaawa.ée, 
cooked salmon eggs (Chief Cowee) led Joe 
Juneau and Richard Harris to gold on Dzantik’i 
Héeni (Gold Creek). In the broader picture 
of the CBJ, the effect of gold was to almost 
instantly dislocate the cultural/commercial 
hubs—from Aanchgaltsóow in Auke Bay and 
S’iknáx Aan Geeyí, grindstone town bay, near 
Bishop Point6 to Juneau and Treadwell. Áak’w 
and T’aakú villages migrated, springing up on 
either side of what was first called Pilzbury, 
then Fliptown, Rockwell, Harrisburg, and ulti-
mately Juneau.

Few towns have grown faster. Here’s an 
1890s walking tour from Eliza Scidmore—
after John Muir, Alaska’s most illustrious early 
travel writer. It’s a curio-seeker’s snapshot, 
only a decade after Joe and Dick first staked a 
160-acre townsite above Little Flounder Flats:    

“Juneau, the largest town in the Territory and the 
centre of mining operations . . . has a population of 
1500 . . . in winter increased by miners who come 

5  Comparing accounts of Vancouver, Whidbey and 
Menzies, the likeliest location of this village was Tsaa T’ei 
Héen, behind the seals creek, at Admiralty Cove.

6  Accounts vary as to the names and periods of inhabita-
tion for this T’aakú Kwáan village. It was briefly emptied 
during the initial gold-craze, but soon rebuilt in a move-
ment led by the Sik’nax.ádi clan, to flee cultural dissolution 
at Treadwell, Juneau and Thane.   

Little Ice Age venison
In the 1840s, Hudson’s Bay Company’s Fort 
Durham in S’iknáxs’aank’í (Taku Harbor) 
shipped thousands of deer skins to Europe. 
Venison was the staple food of fort staff (Olson, 
1994b). Those deer probably came mostly 
from Admiralty, with a few from Baranof and 
Chichagof: collectively, the ‘ABC Islands.’ 

Even in the frosty closing decades of the 
Little Ice Age, deer were successfully hunted 
with unrifled trade guns. The large kill numbers 
are puzzling, approaching the modern take by as 
many licensed hunters as the entire estimated 
population of the 6 kwáans trading at Fort 
Durham in the 1840s (table, right). 

Winters in the mid-1800s were severe and 
prolonged. At places like Hoonah in the thrall of 
Glacier Bay’s ice box, deer were apparently reduced almost to vanish-
ing.1 How could early market hunters have taken so many deer?

Several scenarios might explain the robust Fort Durham deer 
trade: 1) In the last decades of the Little Ice Age, impacts to deer 
were severe but localized. On favorable southern aspects, away from 
expanded glaciers, deer fared okay.  2) Deer were depressed almost 
everywhere, but market hunters—unconstrained by closed seasons 
or prohibitions against shooting from boats—went out in late winter 
or spring when feeble animals were packed along beaches through-
out the wolfless islands. In this scenario, hunters removed a lot of 
an already depleted population, in a few years probably knocking 
deer back for many generations.  3) Since the 1840s, logging has 
removed the best winter deer habitat from ABC shorelines, forcing 
deer into suboptimal forests. In pre-logging large-tree coastal old 
growth, deer could weather the worst that climate threw at them.

1  In one story, Xunaa Káawu’s move from Spasski Bay to today’s Hoonah 
in the 1750s was because scouts found deer, which would hardly be cause 
to move a village today, with deer returned to ubiquity (Wayne Howell, pers 
comm).  

Deer purchased 
at Fort Durham
from Olson (1994)
1841  1365
1842  2962
1843  1015

1839 kwáan 
populations 
from Emmons 
(1991) Table 5
Kake 393 
Taku/Sumdum 493
Auk 203
Chilkat 498
Angoon 729
Huna 782
Total 3098 
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Sheep Creek Mary 
Mary James, 1835-1922, Áak’w Kwáan, 
L’eeneidí Clan, Yaxte Hít (Big Dipper 
House). This was the first tribal house 
constructed after the L’eeneidí moved 

Alaska State Library, 
Elbridge Merrill collection,  

ASL-P57-090.

in from distant claims and prospecting tours. It has a court-house, several small 
hotels and lodging houses, 3 churches, 3 schools, a hospital, an opera house, a 
weekly newspaper,  . . . and 22 saloons. A village of Taku Indians adjoins it on 
the east below the wharf, and an Auk village claims the flats at the mouth of Gold 
Creek. A few interesting graves are on the high ground back of the Auk village, 
many ornamented with totemic carvings, and hung with valuable dance-blankets 
and other offerings to the departed spirits which no white dares disturb. . . At Third 
and Seward is the heart of the town, and the Indians hold a daily open-air fish, 
berry, vegetable and curio market there. . .  the finest display of seal, otter, beaver, 
bear, fox, wolf, mink, ermine, squirrel, and eagle skins will be found at the largest 
trading stores. (Scidmore, 1893)

Mining  The Juneau Gold Belt extends from Daxanáak, between 
2 points (Berner’s Bay) to S’iknaxsáaní, black bear community 
(Windham Bay). Although the district was under-endowed with 
Southeast’s other 3 blessings—furs, fish, timber—in the long run, gold 
trumped them all. Juneau wrested the capital from Sitka within a few 
years of Scidmore’s visit. Later, when all of the resource-based econo-
mies had run dry, government remained the city’s bread and butter. 

But until the 1940s, the Euro-American relationship with land—
from lone prospectors to cutting-edge industries to the dairies and 
merchants who served them—revolved around the dogged quest for 
Eocene metals (Bedrock geology). Early Juneauites may not have 
known a sheep from a goat,7 but they knew their rocks.

One signature of this quest can be seen on the 1910 map of mining 
trails. Far more than in communities dominated by fishing or beach-
fringe logging, the Juneau backcountry buzzed with activity. Remote 
basins that today see scarcely a bushwacker resounded with dyna-
mite and stamp mills. Comparing historic to existing trails (purple vs 
yellow on adjacent map), there’s only partial correspondence. Existing 
trails that do follow the miners’ routes are, from north to south: Bessie 
Creek Trail; short portions of Boy Scout and Herbert Trails; Peterson 
Lake Trail; Upper Montana Creek Trail; and portions of Muir Cabin 
and Spaulding Trails. 

For all of the dreams, grandiose headlines, and back-breaking labor, 
only one of these mines yielded more than a few thousand dollars; the 

7  Sheep Mountain and Creek were named in confusion over Ovis vs Oreamnos. 

Northern CBJ in 1910. Historic roads, trails and 
claims from Knopf (1912). Today’s principal trails 
and primary roads are shown more faintly for 
reference. No coastal road existed in 1910 but 
the gold-belt back country was already laced with 
miners’ trails, penetrating valleys and ridgetops 
considered remote today. Of the mines on this 
map (red dots), only the one at Eagle River pro-
duced much gold.

Expanded glacial termini are tinted for Eagle, 
Herbert and Mendenhall. Note concentration of 
mines and prospects in the blue band labeled 
Triassic slate. This belt also underlies the best-
producing mines in Silverbow Basin. 

from Admiralty to Auke Bay. Mary 
was mother of James Watson 
(Lgeik’i éesh), a founder of the 
Alaska Native Brotherhood. She 
was the first from her village 
to claim land under western 
law (Dauenhauers, 1994). Jake 
Cropley told Goldschmidt & Haas 
(1998):

“There was a smoke house 
at Auke Creek which belonged 
to Sheep Creek Mary. She was 
a leading woman of the Auk 
people.” 

Mary’s grandson Phillip Joseph 
(1967) said she sold her land 
to the Carlson cannery, which 
later became the National Marine 
Fisheries Service research facility 
(p 44).
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Eagle River Mine grossed $400,000. Ore from Juneau Gold 
Belt required intensive processing, only profitable at indus-
trial scale. The region’s economic drivers were big mines at 
Treadwell, Silverbow Basin, and Sheep Creek, where inno-
vative technologies met fortuitous environmental conditions 
(red dots on map, p 50). The boom lasted 60 years.  

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, Southeast Alaska 
had several advantages over other North American mining 
districts when it came to processing large quantities of 
low-grade ore. High precipitation and steep topography, 
while uncomfortable and dangerous, also combined to 
offer cheap hydropower (Treadwell Ditch; Nugget Hydro, 
Salmon Creek Dam; Annex Creek). The inland water-
way provided low-cost steam-powered transportation 
through otherwise roadless wilderness. Densely forested 
terrain, while an irritant to prospectors seeking outcrops, 
also meant easy lumber for the mines. On-site timber 
was welcomed by miners accustomed to hauling it for 
miles through arid western states. These environmental 
attributes plus an influx of penniless, immigrant workers 
created a dream combination for early gold barons.8 The 
Treadwell complex grew rapidly into the world’s largest 
gold mine of its day. A USGS report concluded:

“extraordinarily low costs of operation make available low grade 
ore that under conditions only slightly different would be value-
less.”  (Eakin, 1914)

8  While some of these conditions still apply, Southeast is today a 
tougher sell for mining investors. Hydropower—in the right location a 
fairly ‘green’ domestic energy alternative—has huge start-up fees and 
time delays. Logging is no longer a first-come-first-serve operation on 
the Tongass. Declining oil makes shipping expensive. And Alaskan labor-
ers no longer work for beans.  

US Navy aerial of Douglas 
and Mayflower Island in 
summer, 1926. On left is 
the T’aaku village, Anax 
Yaa Andagan Yé, where 
suns’ rays strike first. On 
October 10th, 1926, most 
of these buildings and all 
of Treadwell burned to the 
ground in the second of 3 
great Douglas fires.

Part of the 4-mile-long 
Douglas clearcut is visible 
in this scene. completely 
encompassing Crow Hill 
in middle distance. Also 
visible are pale snags, 
broken-topped and long-
dead. These killed trees 
first appeared in some 
of the earliest photos of 
Douglas and Treadwell, 
prior to construction of 
the cyanide plant (Jim 
Geraghty, pers comm). 
They died of air pollution, 
possibly from the earlier 
chlorination works.  

1926

With each new influx—from Paleomarine seal hunters 
to thousand-passenger cruise ships—the human footprint 
presses harder on the CBJ. Pre-contact cultures lived so 
lightly that it’s a challenge to name any long-term impacts.9 
Within a year of Euro-American residence in Gastineau 
Channel, forests began to fall, and streams were conscripted 
for the mines. Today we have more discerning habitat 
managers but also a vastly larger population with hungrier 
per-capita appetite. Even our recreation taxes wild land, as 
indicated in the trail sensitivity ratings (chart, p 37).  

But the spreading human footprint is not irrevers-
ible.10 A reciprocal relationship to the generous North 
Pacific environment begins with deeper understanding 
of the past—the 10,000-year ebb and flow of raiders and 
residents; natives and newcomers, monks and managers, 
across our resilient but exhaustible lands and waters.

9  Historical ecologists have shown that Native cultures throughout the 
Americas managed their environment—by burning, agriculture, etc—far 
more than previously realized. But Madonna Moss, in Deur & Turner 
(2006) reports that evidence for cultivation and habitat manipulation 
is less pervasive among the Tlingit than for coastal First Nations to the 
south. Pre-contact harvest traditions—for example on fish streams—were 
generally oriented around perpetuation of salmon runs and good rela-
tions with animals rather than maximization of yield. Unlimited demand 
was a post-contact phenomenon. 

10  In a 2009 commencement address, Paul Hawken offered this well-
balanced synopsis of what an ecologist might call the “odds of persis-
tence” for Homo sapiens (p 64):   “When asked if I am pessimistic or 
optimistic about the future, my answer is always the same: If you look 
at the science about what is happening on earth and aren’t pessimis-
tic, you don’t understand the data. But if you meet the people who are 
working to restore this earth and the lives of the poor, and you aren’t 
optimistic, you haven’t got a pulse.”  
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