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ABSTRACT

Tourism is the fastest growing industry in the North. As a dynamic industry, 

tourism may exert powerful, often unforeseen pressures on the cultures, economies, 

resources, and landscapes of host communities. As a popular tourist corridor in the 

North, the Alaska Highway is enshrouded in a mythology based on frontier, 

hardship, and wilderness images. However, an examination of the Alaska Highway 

reveals that the tourism landscape contradicts this mythology. Indeed the tourism 

landscape is in the process of becoming commercial and homogenous in nature. 

While distinction in landscape is noted as a primary motivation for Alaska Highway 

travellers, more importantly, distinction is identified as a vital component of 

community and regional identity. In order for tourism to be a positive industry, it 

seems pertinent that Alaska Highway communities assess the long-term 

implications of mass tourism in this region and undertake appropriate, long-term 

planning initiatives based on community goals.
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Tourism is one of the fastest growing industries in the North and the primary 

motivation for tourists who visit the North is wilderness landscape. In addition, 

images of frontier, along with those of isolated forbidding landscapes, beckon 

travellers to experience the North for themselves. As both a corridor in the North 

and as a tourist destination in its own right, the Alaska Highway draws thousands of 

travellers annually, compromising a significant component of regional tourism. 

Combining various myths of the North with a glorified construction past and a 

harrowing early travel history, a unique mythology has evolved of the Alaska 

Highway that is primarily based on frontier, hardship, and wilderness images.

Although Alaska Highway mythology enshrouds this route in these various 

cloaks, intensive development along this corridor opposes the above concepts. 

Indeed, in numerous places, the Alaska Highway tourism landscape parallels the 

homogenous infrastructure and commercialism of southern locales. It is important to 

note that the dynamics of Alaska Highway tourism are not isolated phenomena. 

While the Alaska Highway itself may be a geographically distinct location, the 

processes occurring on the Alaska Highway, due to tourism, are not.

It is widely acknowledged among tourism academics that tourism is a 

dynamic force, and as such, tourism may exert powerful, often unseen pressures on 

the cultures, economies, resources, and landscapes of host communities. Tourism is 

now heralded as the panacea for northern economic woes, yet the costs of tourism 

are often ignored, despite the fact that the long-term effects of tourism may be 

irreversible. Furthermore, as tourism continues along the Alaska Highway unabated, 

tourism pressures on local communities are bound to continue. Similarly, the 

inherent contradictions between mass tourism and Alaska Highway mythology are 

predicted to widen, as the Alaska Highway landscape and touristic experience 

become more homogenous and commercial in nature. Therefore, it seems 

appropriate that Alaska Highway communities assess their long-term goals on an 

individual community, as well as regional basis.



While this study examines the rift between Alaska Highway mythology and 

the current Alaska Highway tourism landscape, the significance of this study is in 

providing a critical analysis of Alaska Highway tourism trends, with particular focus 

on the effects of tourism on local landscapes. This Introduction provides a literature 

review of tourism studies and a necessary background in issues pertaining to 

northern tourism. Chapter One examines the evolution of Alaska Highway 

mythology as a driving force behind regional tourism. Chapter Two addresses the 

compatibility of wilderness and tourism developments, with emphasis on northern 

community debates. Chapter Three examines the role of the guidebook,

The Milepost, in the commercialization of the Alaska Highway. Chapter Four details 

my field observations and concludes with a discussion on the importance of 

landscape distinction for community identity.

Methodology

I drove the Alaska Highway twice, the first time sparked the ideas behind 

this study, the second time I had the sole purpose of researching and photographing 

the landscape that is being shaped by tourism forces. Photographs were taken of the 

Alaska Highway landscape in order to visually illustrate tourism processes and these 

photographs will be referenced throughout this thesis. The methods undertaken to 

produce this thesis are numerous and quite varied. This thesis incorporates 

theoretical and historical academic literature with archival material and field 

research. Historical works, archival material, and popular literature provide a 

background in the construction of the Alaska Highway, as well as in the mythology 

and early tourism industry that followed the initial engineering effort. Importantly, 

the theoretical context of this work blends the geography subdisciplines of tourism 

and landscape, thus Alaska Highway tourism is discussed throughout this thesis 

with reference to both these bodies of academic literature.
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Literature Review

While this thesis incorporates academic tourism literature as a theoretical 

framework for discussing Alaska Highway tourism trends, it is acknowledged that 

tourism theories and models are, after all, only tools which may aid in the analysis 

and understanding of certain phenomena, and are not definitive in nature. Not only 

do exceptions to these, and all theories exist, but it is my opinion that theories in 

general are limited in application, and never to be taken as absolutes. However, 

while noting the above caution, theoretical tourism literature is still a useful 

framework for analyzing the broader context of Alaska Highway tourism. The body 

of theoretical tourism literature, along with case studies, has been instrumental for 

pointing out trends in the Alaska Highway tourism industry and for illustrating 

commonalities with tourism in other locations.

Defined by Smith (1977), a tourist is a “temporarily leisured person who 

voluntarily visits a place away from home for the purpose of experiencing a change” 

(p. 1). Thus, tourists, and the broader tourism industry, are most often thought of in 

terms of leisure for the tourist and in terms of economic potential for the host 

destination. This stereotyped perception of tourism is reinforced repeatedly 

throughout tourism brochures and various marketing strategies aimed at boosting 

local and regional tourism. Major themes in tourism studies primarily examine the 

cultural and socio-economic impacts of tourism on indigenous peoples and this is 

reflected in the anthropological basis of these works. The following literature review 

encompasses the foundations of tourism literature and other works that are relevant 

to Alaska Highway tourism, yet there is a noticeable lack of literature specifically 

dealing with this mass tourism sector.

Early academic papers in tourism include works that have proven 

instrumental in subsequent tourism studies. A collection of seminal papers, Hosts 

and Guests: The Anthropology o f Tourism (Smith, 1977), resulted in tourism studies 

becoming a widely accepted academic discipline. Included in this volume are
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important works by Grabum, “Tourism: The Sacred Journey”; Greenwood, “Culture 

by the Pound: An Anthropological Perspective on Tourism as Cultural 

Commoditization”; Nash, “Tourism as a Form of Imperialism”; Smith “Eskimo 

Tourism: Micro-Models and Marginal Men.” Within Hosts and Guests: The 

Anthropology o f Tourism is a preliminary typology of tourism that deconstructs 

types of tourism, as well as the tourists themselves (Smith, 1977, p. 12). In this 

useful, but perhaps oversimplified typology, tourists are categorized according to 

numbers and adaptation, a methodology still utilized in current tourism studies. For 

example, using this typology by Smith (1977), I perceive Alaska Highway RV 

tourists as the “incipient mass” tourist (p. 13), compromising a steady flow of 

tourists seeking western (familiar) amenities.

Tourism as an agent of cultural change is illustrated repeatedly in academic 

case studies concerning ethnic tourism and Aboriginal tourism worldwide 

(Greenwood, 1977; Smith, 1977; Wolfe-Keddie, 1993; Notzke, 1999), yet in-depth 

studies linking tourism to landscape change are sparse. However, in the Second 

Edition of Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology o f  Tourism, Smith (1989, p. 9, 16) 

stresses the importance of distinguishing between change due to tourism and those 

due to the forces of development, or modernization. Although this distinction 

primarily refers to ethnic tourism in less developed regions, it is also of relevance in 

small northern communities. Forces of tourism and modernization may be 

inextricably linked processes with respect to Subarctic and Arctic regions, as 

tourism necessitates the development of supportive infrastructure, services and 

amenities.

Nash (1989), in “Tourism as a Form of Imperialism” very insightfully 

explores the power relationship between hosts and guests, asserting that the onus is 

inevitably on the host to “provide,” rather than the guest to “adapt” (p. 46). It is this 

adaptation to provide for tourist demands that plays a significant factor in 

community change. In “Touristic Studies in Anthropological Perspective,”
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Nunez and Lett (1989, p. 266) also point to asymmetry in the host and guest 

relationship, arguing that as host communities increasingly cater to tourist demands 

and expectations, the host community becomes tourist culture. Thus, the transitory 

nature of tourism often exerts a stronger influence on the community that is fixed 

only in place.

Furthermore, in Tourism and Politics, Hall (1994) argues that the benefits of 

tourism are not equitable throughout a community (p. 12). While Hall (1994) admits 

that tourism is often blamed for other development processes, he argues that “the 

very nature of the tourism industry may well create processes of acculturation and 

value change which are particular to tourism. For example, the imaging and 

marketing of destinations in tourism must commodify visitors and community 

notions of place” (p. 177). Interestingly, Mitchell and Murphy (1991, p. 60) note 

that the concepts of carrying capacity and threshold capacity, widely used in 

ecosystems studies, are of relevance to tourism, as tourism can exceed physical, as 

well as social tolerances. As communities become popular targets for tourists, they 

effectively transform themselves from “community” to “destination,” and in doing 

so may shift the emphasis towards the needs of tourists (the guests), and away from 

the needs of the community (the hosts). As a highly competitive and fragmented 

industry, it is important for tourism based communities to be aware that the benefits 

and burdens of tourism are not equally shared among residents of host destinations. 

In fact, Greenwood (1989) argues that tourism creates unequal distributions of 

wealth and may lead to social stratification in communities that formerly had 

relatively homogenous incomes; thus tourism may exacerbate existing “cleavages” 

(p. 171, 179) among community members.

Commercialization in tourism destinations and the subsequent 

commoditization of host culture has been expressed by Ringer (1998), a pioneer in 

tourism and landscape studies, as an area in tourism literature that has not been 

adequately studied to date (p. 1). Furthermore, Ringer (1996) asserts that distinction
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in landscape is vital for local cultural identity (p. 4). Ironically, cultural and 

landscape uniqueness is often the driving motivation behind tourism, yet the 

subsequent changes that tourism brings to an area may irreversibly alter these same 

features. However, it is interesting to note that even when uniqueness erodes, 

tourism may not be deterred but will instead replace the former culture with a newly 

formed tourist culture, as seen in Dawson City, Yukon and Skagway, Alaska.

The link between commoditization and authenticity has been extensively 

studied by numerous tourism researchers (Butler, 1980; Johnston, 1993; Ritzer & 

Liska, 1997). In “‘McDisneyization’ and ‘Post-Tourism’,” Ritzer and Liska, 

the most provocative of these theorists, argue that the tourism industry has become 

“McDisneyized” (1997, p. 97). This theory postulates that tourists are increasingly 

seeking vacations that are efficient, predictable, calculable, and dominated by non

human technologies. The McDisneyization of tourism goes hand in hand with the 

homogenization and mass production of tourism. Theme parks are perhaps the most 

extreme example of this trend. In response to the mass commercialization and 

exploitation of tourism destinations, “alternative tourism” has become the focus 

buzzword of both researchers and tourists alike (Butler, 1992; Pearce, 1992; Smith 

& Eadington, 1992).

An interesting companion to alternative tourism is the category of “special 

interest tourists,” who are argued to be seeking “novel, authentic and quality” 

(Weiler & Hall, 1992, p. 12) experiences. In addition, special interest tourism 

recognizes that certain sectors of the population are drawn to different touristic 

experiences. For example, RV tourists along the Alaska Highway, acknowledged to 

be an aging population, are a potentially dynamic force with common interests. 

Fittingly, the only known academic book on RV tourism is titled the Next 

An Ethnography ofRVing Seniors in North America (Counts & Counts, 1996). 

Additionally, “Is This Yellowstone, or an RV Parking Lot?” (Whitaker, 1999) is an 

interesting satirical protest piece that reflects upon RV’s and over development.
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The journey motif in tourism has been theorized by numerous authors 

including MacCannel (1976) and Grabum (1989). While comparing tourism to 

ritual, in “Tourism: the Sacred Journey,” Grabum (1989, p. 25) identifies holiday 

periods with the sacred, and the rest of the year with the ordinary, or profane. In this 

view, recreation becomes the annual ritual of being “re-created,” and this has 

particular relevance to the perception of the Alaska Highway as symbolic; an 

important sacred journey to be survived. Modem tourists are also argued to be 

seeking exciting locations that promise adventure, rather than merely escaping from 

the mundane (Grabum, 1989, p. 22). As tourism along the Alaska Highway is 

becoming increasingly homogenous however, the ability of the individual tourist to 

experience the sacred is theorized to decline. Tourist markers, such as signs, statues, 

plaques and guidebooks are shown by MacCannel (1976) to be a significant element 

of a touristic experience. More recently, the importance of markers is discussed by 

Hughes (1998, p. 25) as being instrumental in reducing the complexity of choices 

for tourists. This phenomenon is addressed in the critique of the Alaska Highway 

guidebook, The Milepost.

Issues of authenticity in tourism are explored by MacCannel (1976) and this 

important work has been referenced repeatedly throughout subsequent tourism 

studies. In “Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings,” 

MacCannel (1976, p. 591, 600) explores the role of social structures in the creation 

of “reality,” and argues that tourists demand authentic experiences. However, it is 

suggested by others, including Wilson (1991), Jarvenpa (1994), Ritzer and Liska

(1997), Hughes (1998), and myself, that the majority of tourists are content to 

experience the inauthentic. Of direct relevance to Alaska Highway tourism is the 

assertion by Hughes (1998), in “Tourism and the Semiological Realization of 

Space,” that place representation is a conscious act, and indeed a social construction



(p. 20-21). Additionally, Jarvenpa (1994) gives a clear example of contrived 

touristic settings in a study on Dawson City, titled “Commoditization Versus 

Cultural Integration: Tourism and Image Building in the Klondike.”

Tourism research pertaining to Subarctic and Arctic regions has been 

increasing in recent years. A collection edited by Hall and Johnston (1995) titled 

Polar Tourism: Tourism in the Arctic and Antarctic Regions is a noteworthy 

example. Important papers in this collection include “Pole to Pole: Tourism Issues, 

Impacts and the Search for a Management Regime in Polar Regions” (Hall & 

Johnston, 1995), “Patterns and Issues in Arctic and Subarctic Tourism” (Johnston, 

1995), and “Visitor Management and the Future of Tourism in Polar Regions” 

(Johnston & Hall, 1995). Important in this collection is the widespread recognition 

that tourism in northern regions will increase significantly in the near future, as 

tourists seek out more remote and unique regions. Of particular relevance to this 

Alaska Highway study is “Waste Disposal and Wilderness in the Yukon Territory, 

Canada” (Johnston & Madunic, 1995), which examines tourist perceptions of 

wilderness in northern regions. This paper also includes a direct reference to RV 

tourists travelling in the Yukon. Other tourism studies pertaining to northern tourism 

include Communities, Resources and Tourism in the North (Johnston & Haider, 

1993).

In addition, in “Community Development: Maintaining the Right 

Perspective Through Appropriate Tourism Management,” Murphy (1993) advocates 

the necessity of long-term, appropriate tourism planning for small northern 

communities. The concept of tourism and wilderness in the North has also been 

explored in relation to tourism myths (Grant, 1989; Grant, 1998), and this body of 

literature is pertinent to this study. Furthermore, Johnston (1991), in “The Canadian 

Wilderness Landscape as Culture and Commodity,” builds upon the previous work 

of Grabum (1989) and explores the significance of souvenirs that depict northern 

imagery.
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Aside from the plethora of travel guides and personal adventure stories, 

several academic works have been published specifically about the Alaska 

Highway. A notable collection is The Alaska Highway: Papers o f the 40th 

Anniversary Symposium, edited by historian Kenneth Coates (1985). Although this 

book primarily covers the background of the decision, planning and building 

processes of the Alaska Highway, it is a significant source of information on the 

historical context of this development. Within this volume are two important social 

impact studies (Coates, 1985; Cruischank, 1985). Other historical works that pertain 

directly to the Alaska Highway include “The Frontiers Recede: A Brief History of 

Transportation in the Canadian Northwest” (Bucksar, 1961), “The Alaska Highway: 

Background to Decision” (Bucksar, 1968), “The Alaska Highway Development” 

(Bucksar, 1974), “The Federal Government and the Economic Development of the 

Yukon: Historical and Contemporary Aspects of Northern Development” (Coates, 

1989), and North to Alaska: Fifty Years on the World’s Most Remarkable Highway 

(Coates, 1992). In addition, a paper specifically pertaining to the Alaska Highway is 

“The Impact of New Highways Upon Wilderness Areas” (Jackman, 1973). In 

The Tourist: Travel in Twentieth Century North America, Jakle (1985) includes a 

chapter on the evolution of highway travel, with a small, but significant reference to 

the Alaska Highway. Interestingly, Jakle (1985) discusses how early house trailer 

camping increasingly sought more comfortable amenities, and notes the quick 

response of privately run campgrounds to cater to these demands.

In summary, the theoretical tourism literature, to date, has numerous 

applications to Alaska Highway tourism, yet there is a distinct lack of information 

specifically regarding this tourism sector. Despite these gaps in the literature, 

theories regarding wilderness concepts, commercialization and commoditization, 

authenticity, and journey concepts are all relevant to this study. Also, there are 

various academic works pertaining to the Alaska Highway, yet they are primarily 

focused on the construction aspects and policies associated with the initial highway



development. While previous works provide an important theoretical framework 

and historical context to this study, this analysis will examine the implications of 

Alaska Highway tourism for local communities and landscapes, within the broader 

context of northern tourism.

Northern Tourism

Tourism is now the world’s largest service industry (Hall, 1994, p. 1;

Ringer, 1998, p. 1). The Subarctic and Arctic are rapidly becoming popular tourism 

destinations and tourism is now recognized to be the fastest growing industry in the 

North (Hall & Johnston, 1995, p. 1). Northern tourism includes ecotourism or 

adventure tourism, cultural or ethnic tourism, and sport hunting tourism. However, 

the primary motivation for tourists who visit the north is wilderness landscape, and 

this has been identified as particularly important for road based tourists (Haider & 

Johnston, 1993, p. ix; Johnston, 1995, p. 27). Once remote and inaccessible, the 

North is now perhaps the last frontier for the North American tourism industry, an 

industry that has continually sought out new, exciting, and exotic destinations 

(Hall & Johnston, 1995, p. 21).

Two stereotypical images, often perceived in conjunction, predominate 

among tourists interested in northern regions: the north as hostile and challenging, 

and the north as pristine, fragile wilderness (Johnston, 1995, p. 27). While the 

former may inspire tourists to conquer a forbidding landscape, the latter may 

contribute to touristic illusions of solitude, self-enlightenment, and spiritual 

reconnection with the environment. According to Coates (1992):

The Far Northwest is one of the most romantic and magical places on 

the continent, mythologized as a land where humans can test the limits 

of their endurance and determine nature as it was and ought still to be.

It is, put simply, North America’s last frontier, (p. 11)

The allure of northern isolation and wilderness landscapes are significant factors in 

attracting tourists to northern regions, and wilderness images are a significant
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component of the ecotourism and adventure tourism sectors. Yet ironically tourism, 

even in its most nonconsumptive forms, inevitably contributes to a decline in these 

same features. Fittingly, the Alaska Highway draws upon both images of the North, 

as the hardship mythology combines with pristine wilderness images to create the 

stereotype of the Alaska Highway as a rugged landscape to be survived.

While Coates (1992) asserts that the land through which the Alaska 

Highway travels is as “unsullied, primeval, and magnetic as it ever was” (p. 11), 

intense development in this region has not been altogether benign. Although it is 

tempting and perhaps more popular to paint romantic pictures of tourism and 

development, it seems more useful to constructively, yet critically, address the 

numerous long-term implications of tourism in this region. Admittedly, not every 

caution brought to light in this section will surface for every Alaska Highway 

community, however each is a demonstrated problem for tourism based 

communities, and thus are either current or potential issues for Alaska Highway 

communities.

The establishment of roads, changes in transportation services, and 

development initiatives have increased the accessibility of northern regions. Where 

once the North was fairly inaccessible due to the high costs of travelling to remote 

regions (Johnston, 1995, p. 32), many places in the North are now directly 

accessible by road. Within Canadian northern regions, the Yukon is identified as 

particularly appealing to the tourism industry due to the history of the Klondike 

goldrush which is heavily marketed in Dawson City, and the mythology, as well as 

convenience of the Alaska Highway (Haider & Johnston, 1993, p. ix). Similarly, 

Alaska, enshrouded in its own mythology of isolation, wilderness, and frontier, also 

has a special allure for northbound tourists. Although Alaska is also accessible by 

air and ferry, the Alaska Highway is a significant tourism route to this region. 

Indeed, Alaska is the primary destination for northbound Alaska Highway travellers
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(Coates, 1992, p. 239), and the majority of Alaska Highway travellers are from the 

United States.1

Northern regions that are accessible by road, such as the Alaska Highway 

corridor, and more recently the Dempster Highway, are predicted to undergo 

disproportionate growth as tourism puts tremendous pressure on the infrastructure of 

local communities. Johnston (1995, p. 32) notes that northern Canadian highways 

have become tourist corridors, yet this is arguably also true of highways in Alaska.

It is important to note that the Alaska Highway has developed into a “linear, service 

economy” (Haigh, 1993, p. 190), of which tourism undoubtedly plays a lead role. 

Indeed, it is suggested by Johnston and Hall (1995) that road based tourism, in 

particular, may cause a “saturation” (p. 298) of the northern wilderness landscape. 

This assertion has direct relevance to Alaska Highway communities, as well as the 

tourism industry, which focus primarily on road based tourism.

The consequences of tourism, a highly complex industry, are often poorly 

understood, or ignored, by development proponents, tourism operators, and 

community members. In fact, Butler (1993), in Communities, Resources and 

Tourism in the North, cites that there is “considerable ignorance and misconception” 

(p. 222) regarding the northern tourism industry. Among the negative consequences 

associated with tourism, Butler (1993) identifies a lack of ability to determine 

appropriate levels of tourism development, a lack of ability to control tourism once 

it is established, a lack of community consensus regarding the direction and rate of 

tourism growth, and a lack of acknowledgment that the accumulative effects of 

tourism may be irreversible (p. 222-223). Another concern is the lack of realization 

that the complex dynamics of tourism include the competitive and fragmented 

nature of this industry that favours individual profit at the expense of the whole.

12
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Fittingly, Butler (1992), with reference to Garrett Hardin’s (1968) “Tragedy of the 

Commons,” argues that tourism “mitigates against self or internal control” (p. 35).

Johnston and Madunic (1995, p. 85) also caution about the potential impacts 

of tourism in the North and the apparent lack of awareness, or caring, among 

tourists regarding their own contribution to environmental, social, and cultural 

degradation. In addition, Johnston (1995) outlines numerous other issues that may 

be particular to northern regions. Among these concerns are the high cost of 

importing goods for tourism demands, a high degree of economic leakage, the short 

summer season in the North that exacerbates the seasonality of the tourism industry, 

and the effects of tourism on northern subsistence lifestyles, the environment, and 

wildlife (Johnston, 1995, p. 36).

While the tourism industry differs in intensity and focus throughout the 

North, Murphy (1993, p. 5) argues that northern tourism development and planning 

are generally following patterns already experienced in the south. A notable concern 

in northern regions is the furthering of core-periphery economic relationships 

(Haider & Johnston, 1993, p. ix) that have dominated northern resource industries. 

However this caution extends beyond the resource and economic sector and has 

relevance to northern socio-cultural, as well as environmental issues. Although 

conceptualized as pristine, the stereotypes of the North effectively contribute to 

naive touristic illusions that may mask the realities of the northern environment. 

Indeed, the environmental legacy of northern regions has not been altogether 

favourable and environmental degradation continues to be an issue of tremendous 

importance for the entire circumpolar region. For instance, military activities 

including North American DEW line stations, pollution from resource extraction 

industries, transboundary air and water pollution, and climate change all pose 

continuing threats to northern ecosystems and populations. If not conducted 

appropriately, tourism could become an additional environmental strain in northern 

regions.
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The interest of the tourism industry in northern Aboriginal culture is worthy 

of exploration as the potential for socio-cultural disruption in small Aboriginal 

communities is perhaps the most widespread concern cited in northern tourism 

literature. As Aboriginal populations are a significant component of Alaska 

Highway communities, their concerns, community interests, and stake in the 

tourism industry should not go unnoticed. Northern Aboriginal culture has become a 

resource for the tourism industry and issues of cultural appropriation, as well as 

local ownership and control, remain significant issues for northern communities 

involved in the tourism industry (Young, 1995, p. 190).

In particular, outside ownership and issues of control over the direction and 

scope of tourism in Alaska, Yukon Territory, Northwest Territories, and more 

recently Nunavut, are serious concerns. Additional concerns in northern Aboriginal 

communities is the appropriation and selling of cultural artifacts by outside interests, 

inappropriate behaviour of tourists in Aboriginal communities, and issues of consent 

throughout the tourism industry. Due to the enormous interest in northern 

Aboriginal culture by the tourism industry, tourism critics point out negative ways 

in which the tourism industry has behaved towards indigenous peoples (see Smith, 

1977; Wolfe-Keddie, 1993; Notzke, 1999). Additionally, with reference to 

indigenous peoples and tourism in Australia, Hall (1994, p. 176), asserts that the 

tourism industry is seeking to transform living cultures into another commodity to 

be consumed. Therefore, the establishment of local, Aboriginal control of tourism 

operations is seen as essential in mitigating this particular issue.

In addition, tourists often have preconceived images, not only of northern 

environments, but also of northern cultures. However, the reality may indeed 

conflict with these images, creating potential problems within northern communities 

(Johnston, 1995, p. 30). A noteworthy example of such conflict has recently 

occurred in Iqaluit, Nunavut, where Northwinds Arctic Adventures has ceased 

bringing tourists to Iqaluit because of tourists complaints that local conditions upset
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their preconceived images of the north (Hill, 2001, August 17). Jim Watson, 

president of the Canadian Tourism Commission, comments on this issue:

“visitors from the South expect Nunavut to be pristine and clean. It’s being 

marketed as such...but that image is contradicted” (Hill, 2001, August 17). While 

this is only one example of conflict within the northern tourism industry, it 

illustrates how the tourism industry can create economic pressure within northern 

communities to adapt to the demands of the tourism industry.

Recognizing the problems of outside control in the tourism industry, as well 

as the potential for tourism to contribute to economically marginalized 

communities, many northern communities are taking active approaches in the 

tourism industry. Virginia Doucett, executive director of Aboriginal Tourism Team 

Canada, notes that Aboriginal people are in a unique position within the tourism 

industry, and sees culture as a potential resource for Aboriginal communities 

(Rideout, 2000, December 1). While Doucett advocates active participation of 

Aboriginal peoples in the tourism industry, she does caution that this must be done 

respectfully, and distinguishes between selling and sharing of culture. While 

northern Aboriginal communities are increasing their own control of this volatile 

industry, which is a vital step in ensuring appropriate tourism, potential conflicts 

have not all been eliminated.

While tourism may hold economic promise for northern communities that 

are vulnerable to boom and bust resource cycles, northern tourism is a highly 

seasonal industry. The third quarter peaking of Subarctic and Arctic tourism from 

June to September places economic limitations on tourism operators. Furthermore, 

this seasonality may exacerbate the negative effects of tourism in the North by 

injecting large numbers of tourists into small communities, in a relatively short time 

period. Due to expectations that tourism will bring an economic windfall or 

economic stability to communities, many communities are subsequently 

disappointed at the reality of the tourism industry. In fact, host destinations may
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become frustrated with the volume or nature of their own particular tourism industry 

(Butler, 1993, p. 224)2

Despite any negative consequences of tourism, this industry is heralded by 

governments and local boosters as an economic saviour for small northern 

communities. Yet the long-term consequences of tourism for northern communities 

may be substantial, as tourism has the capacity to alter the basic foundations upon 

which unique communities are built. Examination of the various tourism brochures 

published by northern regional governments attests to the popularity of this industry 

throughout the north. It is acknowledged that tourism does have the potential to 

make genuine and positive contributions to local and regional communities. 

However, these contributions are already highlighted in the general rhetoric of 

tourism proponents. What is not highlighted however, are the potential conflicts and 

long-term effects of tourism, knowledge of which appears to remain largely limited 

to tourism researchers.

Ringer (1993) asserts that “economic windfalls do not come without social 

costs, whatever the inclination to devalue or overlook their importance...the manner 

in which tourism is developed bears directly on the long-term ‘character’ of the 

destination—physically, economically, and culturally” (p. 4). In addition, Hughes

(1998) insightfully states the potential ramifications of tourism in small 

communities, noting that as places become tourist destinations, local places are 

“subordinated to the demands of a touristic mode of consumption... [which may] 

homogenize particularity and in the process corrupt it” (p. 21). This issue is 

discussed in-depth in subsequent chapters of this paper, yet it is noteworthy to 

mention here that homogenous tourism infrastructure and advertising is, in places, 

visually apparent on the Alaska Highway. While Keller (1987) is neglecting the

2 See Butler (1993, p. 225) for a chart that juxtaposes the expectations of tourism with the realities 
of tourism for rural communities.
3 A noteworthy example is Yukon: Canada’s True North, a comprehensive vacation guide 
published annually by Yukon Government.

16



self-determination and abilities of northern populations in his statement that 

northern communities are becoming “the sacrificial lambs of the tourism consuming 

centres” (p. 20), his general point that there are inherent problems within the 

tourism industry is well noted. Therefore, regardless of the degree of criticism, in 

order to make informed, long-term decisions regarding tourism planning, it is 

important that northern communities are aware of both sides of the tourism coin.

In this thesis, the Alaska Highway is conceptualized as a linear corridor, 

subject to the processes of corridor development. Yet the Alaska Highway stretches 

through many different jurisdictions. The Alaska Highway as an entity is part of two 

countries, one province, one territory, and one state, as well as dozens of smaller 

jurisdictions, such as towns. As such, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to analyze 

the government and private sector development processes of each district, nor the 

planning processes of community. However, in order to demonstrate local 

community input into tourism development, community debates from the Yukon 

portion of the Alaska Highway are used to illustrate particular points. Various levels 

of government in the Yukon have undertaken extensive studies, including 

community meetings and visitor exit surveys, and these have yielded a significant 

wealth of information concerning Alaska Highway tourism. For practical purposes, 

these studies were not inclusive of all Alaska Highway residents, yet they do shed 

remarkable insight into community opinion regarding Alaska Highway tourism and 

development issues. The opinions of a few cannot be used for sweeping 

conclusions, however they do reflect inherent problems within the tourism industry. 

As Alaska Highway tourism has the potential to affect each Alaska Highway 

community in similar ways, regardless of jurisdiction, these opinions are suggested 

to be of relevance to all Alaska Highway communities.

As I drove the Alaska Highway during the summers of 2000 and 2001,1 

juggled the difference between the myth, or the idealized and romanticized Alaska 

Highway, and the reality of the current Alaska Highway landscape. Two very
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distinct landscapes, one past, one “real.” As Lowenthal (1968) infers, image outlasts 

reality (p. 61), yet for how long? As our North American landscapes succumb to 

becoming increasingly commercial and homogenous in nature, it seems inevitable 

that long-held myths of idealized landscapes will dissolve, along with distinction in, 

and between, built landscapes. As cultural tastes change over time, perhaps no one 

will mind these forms of standardized landscapes. After all, our built landscapes 

appear to reflect larger societal processes (Lewis, 1979, p. 15), and in this sense the 

homogenization of landscapes goes hand in hand with the homogenization of North 

American culture itself.

Reflecting on landscape and landscape writings appears at first glance to be 

traversing a very slippery slope. We often conceive of landscape in terms of 

“landscaped” gardens and natural scenery, however landscape encompasses all that 

surrounds us, including our built man-made environment. As such, landscape 

studies involve both tangible aspects such as buildings, as well as intangible aspects 

such as aesthetics. Yet how do we effectively evaluate and analyze such intangible 

notions as aesthetics, viewscape, scenery, beauty, ugliness, form and function, 

without falling prey to gross subjectivity and cultural bias? Individual understanding 

and expectations of all these terms may vary, yet we each play active roles in 

shaping landscape, whether we do so consciously, or unconsciously.

In addition, what does my interpretation of the tourism induced change on 

the Alaska Highway landscape really mean? Ultimately, I am only a traveller, 

researcher, and thus outsider on the Alaska Highway landscape. William James 

(qtd. in Lowenthal, 1968) observed that “the spectator’s judgment is sure to miss the 

root of the matter, and to possess no truth” (p. 73). However insightful James’ 

statement, it may also be counter-argued that residents fail to see the broader 

picture, as they are too engrossed in the local and everyday. While the above notions 

play the devil’s advocate, I argue in this thesis that distinction in landscape and 

corresponding sense of place are important components of both individual and local



identity, and are thus important to preserve. With these statements in mind, I present 

the following examination of the effects of tourism on the Alaska Highway 

landscape and sincerely hope that this analysis will be both informative and useful 

to Alaska Highway communities.
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Chapter One

Bulldozers to RV’s: The Evolution o f Alaska Highway Mythology

The Alaska Highway was constructed primarily as a military route to link 

Alaska with the rest of the United States during World War II. While this war has 

long since ended, the Alaska Highway remains a significant route through the 

northwest, drawing thousands of travellers yearly. Alaska Highway tourism has 

grown steadily since the opening of this highway to civilian traffic in 1948 and 

currently constitutes an important component of the economies of local highway 

communities. One of the primary motivations for Alaska Highway travel is the 

perception of this route as having a unique mythology. However, this mythology not 

only draws travellers northward, but also provides Alaska Highway communities 

with a common regional identity.

The mythology of the Alaska Highway as a hardship, survival, and 

wilderness route has been evolving for nearly sixty years. Yet how has this 

mythology been sustained when circumstances on this highway have changed 

drastically from 1942 to present day? The answer to this question has numerous 

facets, yet a significant contributor to the endurance of Alaska Highway mythology 

lies in popular literature and tales from highway travellers, who have ceaselessly 

disseminated tales of adventure, hardship and challenge among the general public. 

Myth o f  the Alaska Highway

According to Cruikshank (1978, p. 58) people do not concoct myths as a 

means with which to escape reality. Rather, myths become the reality. Also, myths 

are not necessarily based in factual events; they are primarily based upon perception 

and become a type of “truth” over time (Grant, 1998, p. 29). In addition, myths are 

not merely based in the past, they also are inextricably tied to the future 

(Cruikshank, 1978, p. 60). Subsequently, myths have the potential to be a dynamic 

force that directs future paths and ways of thinking. Grant (1989) contends that



“even if a minority view, a respectable consensus may be sufficient to sustain a 

myth” (p. 16). Thus, as myths embody collective perceptions, it follows logically 

that as more people believe in a given myth, the stronger that myth becomes.

The North has long been the subject of varying myths, and while historical 

works seek to disabuse many of these myths, a preponderance of literature continues 

to depict the North with mythical images (Grant, 1989, p. 17; Graham, 1996, p. 186; 

Haycox, 1990, p. 60). Early myths of the North include the perception of the North 

as an inhospitable wasteland and as a vast and endless storehouse of resources 

(Cruikshank, 1978, p. 53; Grant, 1998, p. 35). As these myths have diminished in 

importance, other myths, equally southern in origin, have evolved in their stead. 

These southern stereotypes include the perception of the North as a mysterious, 

forbidding frontier (Berton, 1961, p. 143; Cruikshank, 1978, p. 53; Graham, 1996, 

p. 186; Grant, 1989, p. 26; Grant, 1998, p. 29). Indeed, largely emanating from the 

Klondike goldrush, the North is often seen as the Last Frontier. Increasingly, the 

North is also envisioned in the minds of southerners as the last true wilderness 

(Johnston, 1993, p. 81), yet it is quite clearly an Aboriginal homeland. As 

contradictory as these many myths have become, remnants of all of these myths 

pervade the mythology surrounding the Alaska Highway.

While the Alaska Highway has developed a mythology of its own, how one 

perceives the Alaska Highway appears to be linked to one’s perception and 

interpretation of the North. For example, in The Mysterious North, Pierre Berton 

(1961) includes a chapter in which he logs his own Alaska Highway adventures in 

1948, thus including the Alaska Highway in his vision of the North as something 

quite mysterious and challenging. Still, others conceive of the Alaska Highway as a 

pioneer, frontier experience (Boyd & Boyd, 1947, p. 8), while others romanticize 

this route as a true wilderness experience (Olsenius, 1991, p. 72).

Furthermore, Alaska Highway mythology distinguishes this route from all 

other highways throughout North America. In fact, the Alaska Highway is often
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referred to simply as “The Road” (Godsell, 1944, p. 202; Baskine, 1946, p. 1). 

Among the various nicknames attributed to this route, notable ones also include the 

“gravel magnet” (Cruikshank, 1985, p. 172; Barde, 1989) and the “adventure road” 

(Worden, 1957, p. 34). Writing in 1946, Gertrude Baskine narrates the spark that led 

her to be one of the first women to travel this route:

Everybody started saying to me; “But what made you do the 

Alaska Highway anyway?” What had? I looked deep down within 

myself, as the Freudians say one should, and there I saw that it had 

all started last winter at a party at my house. Everybody was bored 

until someone threw the words “Alcan Highway” on the conversational 

fire. It struck a blaze immediately. We had all heard of this famous 

road being whipped up out of the wilds....The party argued and 

contradicted itself into a huge success....my interest aroused. (1)

While Gertrude Baskine may have been among the earliest civilians to travel the 

Alaska Highway, she most certainly was not the last, yet her convictions attest to the 

fever that the Alaska Highway has inspired in the popular imagination.

Beginning with the construction of the pioneer road, countless tales of harsh 

working and living conditions culminated in the growing reputation of the Alaska 

Highway as a hardship route. The construction phase was notorious for horrendous 

working conditions, frigid temperatures, hordes of fierce insects, and back breaking 

labour in permafrost. Following upgrades to the pioneer road, early tourist travel 

added to the hardship mythology, as travel stories rife with excitement became 

disseminated throughout the general public. Travel tales often focused on hardship, 

perseverance, survival, and man against nature. Subsequently, the Alaska Highway 

became known among the general public as a challenging and hazardous adventure 

through the wilderness of the North.

Tall tales, many of them quite vivid, have been circulating about the Alaska 

Highway since its inception. For example, several imaginative reasons for the path
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of the Alaska Highway have been postulated. One Alaska Highway construction 

worker describes the curves in the Alaska Highway as “crooked as a dog’s hind leg” 

(Sexton, 1992, p. 14), however reasons for this crookedness vary. Explanations 

include surveyors who followed the path of a wandering moose (Harrington, 1951, 

p. 242), intoxicated construction crews (Sexton, 1992, p. 14) and a military strategy 

designed to foil sabotage (Maschmeyer, 1992a, p. 13). The Alaska Highway is also 

said to have “more curves than Hollywood” (Woodman, 1976, p. 21).

Academic historical accounts of Alaska Highway planning and construction 

are numerous, yet various construction and travel stories have also appeared in 

newspapers and popular magazines since the early 1940’s. Popular literature, such 

as Better Homes and Gardens, Life, Newsweek, National Geographic, The New 

York Times, Reader’s Digest, The Saturday Evening Post, Sports Illustrated, and 

Time has disseminated Alaska Highway tales throughout the general public, 

reinforcing and adding to the public perception of the Alaska Highway as adventure, 

challenge, hardship, and wilderness. Beginning in 1942, various articles, editorials, 

photographs, and travel diaries appeared in these popular magazines. These literary 

pieces described conditions on the highway and detailed the real experiences of 

average people who either participated in the construction, or undertook the 

challenge of driving this route. These countless tales must certainly have captured 

the imagination of the public as well as inspired numerous travellers to drive the 

Alaska Highway for themselves.

Over and above the countless magazine stories and travel diaries, Alaska 

Highway mythology has also become embedded in numerous poems and songs that 

describe the adventure and often danger associated with travelling this route. 

Although improvements and upgrades have continuously been made to the 

condition of the Alaska Highway, this route still captivates the imaginations of 

adventurous travellers. Alaska Highway literary pieces continue to appear in
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popular magazines, and numerous travellers still publish their personal travel 

accounts in book form (see Huber & Huber, 2000).

These popular pieces extol the virtues of the Alaska Highway region, yet 

they also warn future travellers of road hazards and provide advice regarding special 

precautions that travellers should take in their journey. The combination of decades 

of Alaska Highway tales, along with recent accounts from travellers, has ensured 

that the Alaska Highway mythology remains alive and well. The following poem is 

perhaps the most famous of the Alaska Highway poems, and its continued 

appearance on various souvenir items exemplifies the long-lasting mythology of this 

route:

Winding in and winding out 

Fills my mind with serious doubt 

As to whether the lout4 that built this route 

Was going to hell or coming out!

Despite extensive development and increases in the availability of services 

on the Alaska Highway, the multifarious mythology of this route endures to present 

day. The mythology of the Alaska Highway, now almost sixty years old, continues 

to inspire thousands of modem travellers to travel this famous highway. Alaska 

Highway paraphernalia that bears the slogan “I survived the Alaska Highway”5 

crowds highway souvenir shops and adorns the clothing of highway travellers, 

vehicle bumpers and various highway postcards. Similarly, postcards with the 

inscription “I drove the Alaska Highway and lived”6 and “We drove the Alaska 

Highway. Yes, damn-it, both ways” (Olsenius, 1991, p. 73) are among the highway 

memorabilia. These slogans of hardship and perseverance stem not just from

4 The word “lout” is often interchanged for other terms, such as “dude” and “men”.
5 Companies such as Arctic Circle Enterprises market Alaska Highway souvenirs.
6 Interestingly, the subtext on this postcard reads “The World Famous Alaska Highway Trip--Is a 
Real ‘Trip’. This rugged 2000 mile ‘tourist adventure’ is a never-to-be-forgotten experience for most 
people.”



potholes and steep grades, but also from the popular perception of northern 

isolation. Thus travellers “survived” the road conditions, the mosquitoes, and the 

northern landscape. Also evident in the slogans of these various souvenirs is a 

conveyance of pride and personal achievement in conquering the Alaska Highway 

as travellers appear to relish in the association of danger in driving this route. 

Interestingly, the cartoonish image on one particular Alaska Highway postcard from 

Arctic Circle Enterprises depicts a frightened looking couple driving an RV over a 

dirt and gravel road, while luggage flies off the back of the RV and a grizzly bear 

takes a swipe at the windshield. While this image is obviously satirical, these 

souvenir images and slogans serve to perpetuate and reinforce the myth of the 

Alaska Highway as a rugged, challenging wilderness route.

Whether the modern use of Alaska Highway mythology is a marketing ploy 

designed to capitalize upon novice Alaska Highway tourists or a sentimental and 

nostalgic look back at earlier Alaska Highway conditions is difficult to assess. 

However, it is apparent that the Alaska Highway mythology is still popular among 

both travellers and tourism operators. Maschmeyer (1992b) reports that travellers 

continue to be anxious about driving the Alaska Highway, asking questions such as 

“Are there really potholes the size of the Grand Canyon?” and “Will my windshield 

get broken?” (p. 22). While Maschmeyer (1992b) assures that the former question is 

definitely a highway myth, the second question carries no guarantee.

Historian Kenneth Coates (1992) refers to the “mystique and aura” (p. 9) of 

the Alaska Highway, noting that this highway is not simply a link to Alaska but a 

destination in itself. One northerner sums up the public opinion of Alaska Highway 

communities in quite a unique way: “Its image for the rest of the country is 

studded with words like awesome, majestic and lonely....The nation at large 

continues to react to us as though we were situated on the far side of the moon” 

(Davidson, 1992, p. 7). Interestingly, Maschmeyer (1992b) assures readers of
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Alaska Magazine that “The worst thing about the Alaska Highway is its reputation” 

(p. 22). An examination of early construction and travel conditions along this route 

will shed insight into how the Alaska Highway mythology has not only evolved but 

has endured over time.

Early Construction

The construction of the Alaska Highway has become legendary for the 

hardship, challenge, and perseverance of the construction crews who battled such 

elements as frigid temperatures, hordes of fierce insects, mud, permafrost, muskeg, 

dust, and flooding. The construction of the Alaska Highway has been covered 

numerous times elsewhere (see Coates, 1985; Coates, 1992), and details of specific 

construction crews, machinery and military strategies are not the purpose of this 

section. Instead, this section will demonstrate how the magazine articles, personal 

stories, letters, and poems from this construction period were instrumental in 

building the mythology of the Alaska Highway.

The Alaska Highway was, and still is, heralded as one of the greatest 

engineering achievements in American history: “an assignment of Herculean 

proportions-the stuff of which legends are made” (Coates, 1992, p. 81). Pushed 

through the northern landscape in nine months and twelve days, the pioneer road of 

the Alaska Highway was regarded as an epic feat of construction. The northern 

region was also considered to be untouched and uninhabited wilderness (Rainey, 

1943, p. 143; Woodman, 1976, p. 17). Ignoring the long history of Aboriginal 

homelands in northern British Columbia, the Yukon, and Alaska, construction 

efforts and subsequent published accounts of Alaska Highway construction instead 

concentrated on the bravery, fortitude, and perseverance of the work crews. Early 

articles published in popular magazines, including Life, Reader’s Digest, and 

National Geographic bear glorified titles such as “Our Battlefront in the 

Wilderness” (Neuberger, 1945), “Alaskan Highway an Engineering Epic”
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(Rainey, 1943), or “Building the Alaska Highway: A Saga of the Northland” 

(Woodman, 1976) and extol the engineering achievements of this route. Later 

publications have continued this focus, as shown in the title “Cutting Through the 

Wilderness Not an Easy Job” (Maschmeyer, 1992a).

Yet these titles focus on the construction and engineering obstacles of the 

highway and do not adequately reference the human suffering that this highway 

extracted, as a few other accounts provide. Although not highly publicized as such, 

the construction of the pioneer road has also been accused of being a “corrupt, 

wasteful and exceedingly dangerous project” (Dobrin, 1991, p. 34) in the aptly titled 

“Triumph and Tragedy: The Building of the Alaska Highway.” In addition to 

engineering skills, Remley (1974) refers to the construction of this route as partially 

“bumbling trial and error” (p. 113). For the Alaska Highway mythology is not 

merely built upon engineering marvels but also upon the suffering of its many 

workers, as well as the suffering of northern residents. Often ignored in popular 

accounts of the Alaska Highway is the depth of social, cultural, physical, and 

economic changes that this road brought to Northwest Aboriginal populations.

In fact, the Unites States Army crews were proud of their ability to serve 

their country in building this military highway. In addition to building a strategic 

military route, they also recognized the postwar capacity of the Alaska Highway, as 

one member of the 341st Engineers wrote on May 23, 1942:

Our road will open broad sections of this great continent of 

ours to people who are seeking a new start-to people who 

have pushed forward without the full advantages of civilized 

equipment...these people will be pouring out their gratitude to 

us for the next century. These thanks will be ours, and we will 

be gratified and inwardly pleased. (Staff, p. 3)
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In addition to conveying the pride of the construction crews, this excerpt also 

implies that Alaska Highway builders held a frontier mentality of the North as a 

land ripe for future settlement and development.

Between March and November of 1942, military construction crews and 

engineers built the pioneer road from Dawson Creek, British Columbia, to 

Fairbanks, Alaska, despite horrendous working and living conditions. Yet this 

pioneer road was only the beginning. While the United States Corps of Engineers 

primarily take credit for building the pioneer road, the Public Roads Administration, 

using private contractors, was responsible for later transforming this pioneer 

road into a highway capable of sustaining military and civilian traffic (Woodman, 

1976, p. 16; Coates, 1992, p. 37). The United States Army has received enormous 

recognition for the hardships they faced, yet the Public Roads Administration 

workers suffered equally. For example, during the “terror” winter of 1942-1943, 

temperatures hovered close to - 50 Fahrenheit for weeks at a time, inflicting 

dangerous cold upon them (Woodman, 1976, p. 26).

The following excerpt from National Geographic is representative of the 

construction accounts that have appeared in popular magazines:

The famous mosquitos constituted only one difficulty which 

made life miserable for thousands of troops in the north woods.

Mud so deep that even tractors were swallowed up, dust ankle 

high which rose in clouds like a dense fog so that a convoy of 

trucks could be spotted from miles away, jelly-like muskeg 

which had to be bridged with corduroy, cold, drizzling rain, 

frigid nights, vicious black flies, and ravenous gnats-all these 

are now part of the epic of the road. (Rainey, 1943, p. 143)

Conditions during the construction phase of the pioneer road also appeared in major 

newspapers, such as The New York Times. The following excerpt, subtitled
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“Alcan Highway is No Place for Pleasure Driving” (Strauss, 1947), details some of 

the horrendous conditions facing construction crews:

Until cold weather came, men working through the twenty and 

more hours of sunlight had to be equipped with mesh coverings for 

their hands to ward off the no-see-ums, the almost invisible insects 

with ferocious bites; the black flies, which drew blood, and the 

mosquitos, which one inhaled and ate on food. In the deposits of 

yellow glacial silt the dust was so thick that sometimes the headlamps 

of trucks and vehicles were switched on all day and men had to wear 

dust respirators in order to breathe. Often eating in the rain and sleeping 

in the mud, the men worked almost every waking moment seven days 

a week, week in, week out, month after month without respite, (p. 7)

In addition, Life magazine noted that the construction crews had to “conquer 

staggering obstacles” (“Army Engineers Punch,” 1942, p. 46). As these, and other 

tales became widely known, they most certainly helped to develop a popular 

perception of hardship surrounding the construction of the Alaska Highway.

The hardship associated with construction of the Alaska Highway was also 

publicly displayed in advertisements that recruited workers for northern regions.

One famous advertisement that appeared in The New York Times attests to the 

challenges facing northern construction workers:

THIS IS NO PICNIC

Working and living conditions on this job are as difficult as those 

encountered on any construction job ever done in the United States 

or foreign territory. Men hired for this job will be required to work 

and live under the most extreme conditions imaginable. Temperature 

will range from 90 degrees above zero to 90 degrees below zero.

Men will have to fight swamps, rivers, ice and cold; mosquitos, flies
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and gnats will not only be annoying but will cause bodily harm. If you 

are not prepared to work under these and similar conditions 

DO NOT APPLY. (Strauss, 1942, p. 7)

In hindsight, this advertisement appears to be fair warning of many of the conditions 

that northern construction crews endured.

Hardship was with the Alaska Highway crews right from the beginning of 

construction. For example, the very first United States Army construction crew 

arrived in Dawson Creek on March 9, 1942, ill-prepared for the Subarctic 

environment. Subsequently, they were forced to set up tents in -30 Fahrenheit 

temperatures and struggled to erect them on frozen ground against “icy winds” 

(Woodman, 1976, p. 17). Yet this was only the beginning of the legendary 

construction of the Alaska Highway that would eventually captivate the 

imaginations of future highway travellers. An example of the popularity of Alaska 

Highway construction tales can be found in general audience magazines, such as 

Reader ’sDigest, which published an account of this early construction crew’s 

struggle with the elements, titled “Our Battlefront in the Wilderness”

(Neuberger, 1945, p. 47).

The Alaska Highway wilderness mythology also began with the construction 

period, as builders of the pioneer road were credited with the “sheer efficiency of 

subduing nature” (“Army Engineers Punch,” 1942, p. 46). The wilderness viewpoint 

that emanated from the construction phase of the Alaska Highway is clearly 

discernible in the following poem, written by Richard L. Neuberger:

Wilderness ahead?” They asked and looked into 

the Northland’s ominous stare.

“Wilderness”, the Mounties said,

“until neither man nor beast can fare, (n.d., p. 3)
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The heroism that quickly became associated with the pioneer road effort also had 

roots in American wilderness mythology, as seen in the following untitled poem that 

appeared in R e a d e r ’s Digest'.

To punch through the new Alaska highway in record time 

our [italics added] soldiers are waging an epic battle with the 

northern wilds-and winning. (Neuberger, 1945, p. 43)

Another poem, titled “The Alaska Highway” (n.d.) by an unknown author further 

illustrates the pride that the construction workers felt in asserting man over nature: 

See, now, of power and conquest 

What a destiny is mine!

As a symbol of defiance. Lo!

The wilderness I span;

And my beacons bum exultant 

As an everlasting sign 

Of unending domination, of 

The Mastery of Man.

As the majority of the Alaska Highway was built with United States Army 

personnel, American sentiment to this route was solidified at any early stage. 

American pride in the Alaska Highway manifested in both the military and 

engineering aspects of the highway, but American pride was also found in the 

predominant view of man against nature. Writers of Alaska Highway construction 

history have further glorified the construction period and thus linked the Alaska 

Highway with American wilderness ideology. In Romance o f the Alaska Highway, 

hardship and suffering are depicted with flowery and verbose language:

The wilderness through which these doughty doughboys toiled and 

sweated beneath broiling suns was a dark, forbidding panorama 

of everlasting forest, pierced here and there by bejewelled lakes 

that mirrored an azure sky, the flaming pyrotechnics of sub-Arctic
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sunset and the diamond-drenched violet of approaching night.

A harsh, stem land where none but the strong could survive.

A land of illimitable distances, nameless, and brutish rivers that 

burst from the breasts of surrounding peaks. A land unchanged 

from the days when the first white explorers had set foot upon 

the shores of this continent. (Godsell, 1944, p. 162-163)

In language reminiscent of early wilderness writers, these sentiments simultaneously 

elicit feelings of fear and awe in wilderness, that have long been a source of 

inspiration in Americans wilderness ideology. Furthermore, the Alaska Highway 

was viewed by many Americans as a pioneer route to their new frontier:

For the so-called lure of the North is based on those primitive instincts 

which most men inherit—which all normal boys manifest before 

their spirits become cramped by the straight-jacket of convention.

It is a lure based on a desire to live a natural life free from the artificial 

and hampering restrictions of the thing called “civilization”....and it is 

indeed fortunate that the pioneer spirit of the men who conquered the 

West....did not die with the passing of the lurching covered waggon 

[s7‘c]....with many it merely slumbers awaiting the call, and for many that 

call will come from the winding Alaska Highway. (Ells, 1944, p. 117) 

Heroism has since become synonymous with the construction of the Alaska 

Highway. Poems detailing the hardships and challenges that these men faced are rife 

with heroism, courage, and suffering. The following excerpt, from a poem titled 

“Ode to the Service” was written by Private Thomas Kane, Company “D” in July 

1942:

Fort St. John B.C. was the jumping off place,

The cold and the snow were our foes in the race;

Thru spruce, pine, and hemlock, thru poplar and brush,

We ploughed on like demons, our byword was-Rush!
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Swamp holes and muskeg both small ones and large,

Soon dried up and died, onward, onward, we’d charge;

With shovel and picks, with axe and with saw,

Till backs cried in pain and hands blistered raw. (p. 5)

However, the hardships faced by the builders of the Alaska Highway, despite being 

quite severe at times, did not appear to result in terribly low morale among the 

workers (Krakauer, 1992, p. 106). Instead, a deep sense of pride developed among 

the workers, and many expressed these feelings in the written form. An untitled 

excerpt from Alaska Highway Poems, written by Alaska Highway construction 

cook, Frank C. Lee, expresses these sentiments:

This was a highway of hardships,

Of sickness and bitter gain.

But they stayed to the end and built it,

And its memory with them will remain, (n.d.)

Other poems written by Frank C. Lee also detail the highway working and living 

conditions:

“The Duesenberg Men”

Blasting a road through the mighty rocks,

Swinging an axe through the shrub,

Curbing the turbulent rivers 

Removing the bears and their cub.

Last night in a deep deathlike valley,

The Duesenberg Camps, one and two 

Strung out their tents and their cookshacks 

To build a new highway for you.
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....Out of the gloom comes that line of men,

Through the cold, the fog and the rain,

Their faces seared by forest fires,

Their bodies wracked with pain, (n.d.)

Among the many hazards facing construction crews were frigid 

temperatures, “swirling snow and driving rain” (Ells, 1944, p. 111). Subzero 

temperatures exposed men to frostbite and many workers went back home with 

frostbitten fingers and toes with which to remember their Alaska Highway 

experience (Coates, 1992, p. 107). According to sergeant Clifton Monk of the 

97th Engineers:

Breath would turn to ice inside your blankets at night.

If you touched anything metal with bare hands, you couldn’t 

tear your skin loose. We’d have to keep fires burning underneath 

our trucks all night, or they wouldn’t move in the morning.

(Krakauer, 1992, p. 106).

A news column that appeared in The Long Trail, a newsletter of the 341st

Engineers, by construction worker “Happy” Garrard, also attested to the dangers of 

freezing temperatures: “He walked two miles back to camp in 50° below zero 

weather after his truck went down. Outside of slightly frostbitten feet and hands 

(and almost freezing to death), he wasn’t cold a bit” (1943, January, p. 14).

Among the most famous hardships that construction crews faced were 

hordes of large mosquitoes and other biting insects, and these accounts are well 

documented in popular magazines, including Life, National Geographic, Reader 

Digest, and Smithsonian. The mosquitoes of the Alaska Highway have since 

become almost as legendary as the highway itself, and tales of men “tormented by 

myriads of insects” (Ells, 1944, p. I l l )  fill highway construction accounts. 

Mosquitoes were said to “float so thick over the road camps that you [had] to raise
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your voice over their hum... folio wed by the tiny ‘no-see-ems’, black fly, horse fly 

and deer fly” (Neuberger, 1945, p. 49).

In the ironically titled book Romance o f  the Alaska Highway, Godsell 

(1944) attested to:

the nights becoming one long, droning torment to those who’d failed to 

find mosquito bars of gauze to drape about their beds, while the stygian 

darkness, which pressed down like some living thing, became vocal 

with the mysterious noises of the night, (p. 162)

Godsell also recollected that “from the moss emerged voracious mosquitoes in 

torturing clouds, biting savagely through khaki shirts and drill overall, leaving white 

welts on tormented skins and acquiring for themselves the name of ‘bush bombers’” 

(1944, p. 161). While these accounts are indeed horrendous, the romance attributed 

to these hardships attests to the growing mythology that would soon encompass the 

Alaska Highway.

While the mosquitoes were certainly fierce and extracted their bloody toll on 

highway workers, some workers apparently took the ravages of the mosquitoes in 

fairly good stride, as noted by the following recollection published in National 

Geographic: “I remembered how I had suffered from countless buzzing mosquitoes 

during my first summer in the Alaskan bush and marveled at the way these boys 

took it with such good humor” (Rainey, 1943, p. 152). Similar, although not as 

lighthearted, sentiments towards the mosquitoes are remembered by Clifton Monk: 

They were big sons of guns, they’d swarm like bees and leave a 

knot on you when they bit. We had to wear head nets the whole 

time we were working; we even had to feed ourselves through those 

damn nets. Every time you’d lift the net to take a bite of food, dozens 

of mosquitos would fly in and bite you on the face. You’d swallow 

four or five of them with each mouthful. (Krakauer, 1992, p. 106)
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Aside from fierce hordes of mosquitoes and other biting insects, construction 

crews on the Alaska Highway faced tremendous obstacles, as mud, dust, flooding, 

and “jellylike muskeg” (Rainey, 1943, p. 143) became major hardships in their daily 

lives. Along with photographs that showed trucks mired in muck to the axles, 

National Geographic reported the sentiments of one construction worker as 

“caked with dust and feeling as if we had been beaten with a club for the entire day” 

(Rainey, 1943, p. 152). The same article also reported that “trucks dragged through 

the dust in low gear, and such clouds rose about them that drivers were nearly 

strangled and often blinded” (Rainey, 1943, p. 154).

In addition to Alaska Highway tales in popular literature, letters from 

construction workers to family and friends back home detailed daily hazards. In 

writing home, construction worker Carl E. Hiller noted that “It rained for almost the 

whole month of June. The ‘road’ became a sea of mud so thick and deep that trucks, 

jeeps, ‘cats’ and bulldozers bogged down in it” (1942, June 7). Another letter from 

Carl E. Hiller, dated June 17, 1942, further illustrates some of the conditions the 

crews faced:

Dear Folks,

....Rucksack on back, I started out at 10 in the morning. The road 

was muddy, but a steady light rain, which began after we left, made 

it worse. Ruts were soon filled with soup up to our knees, the rest 

being thick muck which sucked and pulled one down. After about 

three miles of that, I finally accepted an invitation to throw my pack 

on a truck. Trudged for six more miles through the worst muck I ever 

hope to see—and feel, sometimes barely able to pull my legs out of it....

I was saturated from feet to waist with mud, and from there up with rain. 

Several memorial books have been published in honour of Alaska Highway 

construction crews. One such booklet titled The Alaska Highway: Saga o f the 

Northland, (Menzies, 1943) includes a pictorial account of the construction period.
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In another memorial booklet titled Down North: Souvenir o f  the Alaska Highway 

Workers, Hobo Ben provides the following poem, in which he detailed his version 

of these hazardous conditions:

When dust was grey like dirt in flour,

Rising and drifting, hour by hour!

And you looked ahead with stare and blink,

Wandering, heart chilled, as you passed the brink 

Of a cliff-side, steep, with oozing clay 

Bulging and sliding down the inside way;

You passed that danger, and drew quick breath,

Mentioning stories—told there of death!

Remember ?(1943,p. 17-18)

In addition to the daily hardships and hazards, the building of the Alaska 

Highway also resulted in numerous accidents and deaths, including those of men 

who became lost in the woods or had fatal truck accidents (Fowler, 1944, p. 32). 

Dobrin (1991) writes of the memoirs of Laurent Cyr, a Yukon riverman, who 

describes a river accident in which “the skipper got sideways in the river, clipped 

the end of the bridge and knocked four or five guys in to that cold, muddy water. 

They were all swept away—never seen again” (p. 35). In one of the most horrific and 

well known tragedies, the 341st Engineers lost eleven men7 at once, in a pontoon 

raft accident at Charlie Lake in May of 1942 (Dobrin, 1991, p. 143; Coates, 1992, 

p. 107). These are just a few examples of the many accidents and deaths that 

occurred during construction of the Alaska Highway, but they convey the deep 

sense of tragedy, hardship, and suffering for which this route is partially famous.

While some of the accounts by highway workers may not have reached a 

wide spread audience, popular literature most definitely provided the general public
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with various tales that detailed these and other hazardous Alaska Highway 

conditions. Following the completion of the early construction period, early travel 

accounts also began to appear in popular literature, adding to the hardship lore of 

the Alaska Highway. Often included in the travel accounts of highway travellers are 

historical references to the suffering, hardship, and glory of the early construction 

period of this highway. As Godsell (1944) writes “the rugged wilderness now 

traversed by the Alaska Highway, seems always to have beckoned to the 

adventurous spirit of Americans” (p. ix).

Adding to the allure of the North, frontier rhetoric also played a significant 

role in adding to the mythology of the Alaska Highway as an adventurous, 

challenging route. Early travellers likened themselves to early American pioneers, 

willing to be among the first to accept the dangerous and exciting challenge of 

driving the Alaska Highway. Commenting on the fortitude of early Alaska Highway 

travellers, one couple wrote: “Every person who drives the Alaska Highway is a 

pioneer for a time, whether he intends to be or not” (Boyd & Boyd, 1947, p. 8). 

Fascinated by the mythology of the Alaska Highway and drawn by the myth of the 

North, the Alaska Highway began to pull travellers northward to conquer this now 

famous route. In doing so, these travellers contributed their own unusual tales to the 

growing mythology of the Alaska Highway.

Early Tourism

As the private automobile replaced the bulldozer, a new phase in Alaska 

Highway mythology was bom. While travellers did not suffer in the same way as 

did construction workers, early highway travellers experienced many of the same 

conditions that construction workers faced, notably mud, dust, cold temperatures, 

and biting insects. Travel tales rife with accounts of numerous hazards, including 

treacherous driving conditions, steep grades, sharp curves, flat tires, broken 

windshields, and lack of services have graced the pages of popular magazines since 

the late 1940’s. Individual travellers have also published countless books filled with
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personal anecdotes about their highway experiences. These various tales of 

challenge, perseverance, and hardship appear in popular literature, both 

intermingled and juxtaposed with tales that extol magnificent scenery of 

unparalleled beauty. These diverse and contradictory images have effectively 

created a unique and mystifying vision of the Alaska Highway among the general 

public.

While the Alaska Highway was not officially opened to general civilian 

traffic until 1948, numerous travellers made this trek prior to 1948, under special 

permission and after inspection by highway authorities (Holmes, 1947, p. 8).

Several early travellers included details of these inspections in popular literature. 

Writing for The Alaska Sportsman in 1947, Boyd and Boyd noted being required to 

fill out registration forms and obtain safety information at the Traffic Control Board 

of the Alaska Highway, in Edmonton, Alberta (p. 9). Upon arrival in Dawson Creek, 

Mile 0 of the Alaska Highway, these travellers were also required to check in with 

the Canadian Highway Traffic Control Office for travel identification cards 

(Boyd & Boyd, 1947, p. 11).

Early travellers also warned future travellers of the potential difficulties that 

they might encounter along this route, offering advice on travel necessities:

We would say that if a person traveling the Alaska Highway is not 

a good mechanic, he should take one along—even if the mechanic’s 

tools should outweigh the other luggage. Certain spare parts and 

equipment—four good tires on the car and two good spares on wheels, 

extra axle, spare motor parts such as fuel pump, fan belt, spark plugs, 

distributor parts, tools for motor repair purposes, jack, tire pump, ax, 

shovel, pick, tow rope, and a large container for extra fuel—should 

certainly be brought along. (Boyd & Boyd, 1947, p. 37)

Referring back to his trip in 1947, one traveller added the following to this already 

extensive list: “one rotor arm....trouble lamp....First Aid Kit....and food for five



days” (Fagerson, 1992, p. 48). To add to this anxiety, the Northwest Highway 

System published a statement in 1948, warning potential travellers that they must 

fend for themselves, should they choose to drive the Alaska Highway: “Travellers 

cannot expect assistance in matters of food and shelter or of automotive repairs from 

Northwest Highway System maintenance camps” (p. 2).

At the time of writing, these pieces of advice were fairly realistic, as tales of 

vehicle breakdowns, flat tires, and broken windshields filled the pages of travel 

stories, journals, and personal letters. The personal memoirs of George Hayden 

detail portions of his experience on the Alaska Highway:

A sign on the road reads, “Go Slow—80 miles of Ice.” It turned out 

to be 120 miles of glare ice. We ran into a chinook (a thawing wind) 

which lasted over an hour. We didn’t slip off of the road once, but 

when we stopped to check our tires we had to push to get started 

again as we couldn’t get traction on the ice. Came close to putting 

on the chains. It rained a little too and you couldn’t stand up on the 

road without hanging onto the car. (1946, November 8)

Personal stories of early Alaska Highway travellers were bound to raise the 

eyebrows of friends, family, and co-workers back home. While not published until
O

1990, The Road North: One Woman ’sAdventure Driving the Alaska Highway

1947-1948, attests to the hazardous conditions of this route during the 1940’s: 

Getting an early start proved to be tough. The rains had caused 

rock slides and the roads [s/c] hadn’t cleared them away. Only luck saved 

me going around a curve at a fairly good speed on a slight down grade.

The huge rocks just happened to be lying on the road in such a pattern 

as to give me barely enough room to slide past them without going
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over the bank. That would have given me a good tumble for several 

hundred feet into the valley below. (Woolcock, p. 75)

Iris Woolcock’s journey was also fraught with vehicle trouble, including multiple 

flat tires, which caused her to purchase “eleven new tires and twenty-three inner 

tubes” (p. 76) while only partially into her journey. She noted:

The last ten miles of road to Whitehorse were worse than any I had 

encountered as far as maintenance was concerned on the highway 

proper. It was a ghastly stretch of washboard, holes, loose gravel 

and soft dirt through which I could hardly pull the trailer on the level.

I could see why some tourists had become discouraged at this point 

and turned back at Whitehorse. (78)

In addition to vehicle breakdowns, poor road conditions, and unpredictable 

weather, fierce biting insects plagued Alaska Highway travellers. Writing in 1947, 

Boyd and Boyd described the mosquitoes as “big as hummingbirds, thick as fog, 

and forever hungry” (p. 38). In the article, “Stouthearted Ladies Group Conquers 

Alaska Highway,” these women divulged their experience with mosquitoes: “The 

radiator boiled....extracted a bucket full of dead mosquitos. We had remembered 

running into clouds of them earlier....they had clogged the spaces in the cooling 

system completely!” (Seaton & Berg, 1948, p. 9).

Estelle Angier celebrated her 63rd birthday while driving the Alaska 

Highway. The personal journal of her 1954 trip also reveals a wealth of information 

regarding early Alaska Highway travel conditions and sheds insight into the 

perceptions of this route as hardship. Vehicle repair receipts in Estelle Angier’s 

journal tell a story wrought with automotive repairs and multiple flat tires. For 

example, perhaps due to prior knowledge of Alaska Highway conditions, Estelle 

Angier purchased an oil change and grease job in Dawson Creek on July 24, 1954 

(p. 47f). Road conditions must certainly have been treacherous, as she purchased 

another oil change and grease job, plus had her gas tank repaired just two days later
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in Whitehorse (p. 57a). Other vehicle troubles arose, yet she noted the comments of 

one Alaska Highway mechanic as encouraging: “You shouldn’t be discouraged by 

one little hole in your gas tank, or one or two flat tires!” (1954, July 26, p. 57). In 

addition to vehicle repairs, Estelle Angier also noted evidence of dangerous 

highway conditions. She wrote “periodically along the hiway [sic], small cairns of 

stones surmounted by a wooden cross...they remind the traveler to be cautious by 

posting accident signs: ‘1 killed here 1953; 2 killed here 1952; 1 killed here 1951”’ 

(p. 52). Furthermore, in Highway Magazine, Spindler (1959) provided the following 

memoirs from his Alaska Highway trip: “2 days of dust-choking travel, but 

temperatures permitted closing the car windows at times. Flying gravel pock

marked our windshield, but not too badly. We had only two blowouts on this 

Highway” (p. 184). Referring to uneven road surfaces, Spindler (1959) also 

cautioned potential travellers that: “A driver can easily lose control of his vehicle on 

these undulating stretches” (p. 186).

However, not all early Alaska Highway travellers shared in these hardship 

experiences or held a belief of this route as hazardous. Writing for Canadian 

Geographical Journal only four years after Iris Woolcock’s journey, Harrington 

(1951) reassured potential Alaska Highway travellers that driving the Alaska 

Highway was relatively safe: “No longer do perils beset vehicles traversing the 

Alaska Highway, for settlement has come in to assure the motorist freedom from 

serious difficulty” (p. 239). In fact, Harrington (1951) described, in great detail, the 

numerous improvements in safety and services along this route, noting at Mile 158, 

where “a sign on the highway warns ‘ Steep Hill. Gear Down During ‘convoy’ 

days, the sign read ‘ Suicide Hill. Prepare to Meet Thy God’. But the grade has been 

much improved since then” (p. 242).

In Alaska Sportsman, McCombie (1961) noted “loose gravel, mud, puddles 

and chuckholes....not a ‘highway’ we think, but a ‘road’” (p. 29). Detailing many of
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the difficulties he faced on this highway, McCombie also wrote “We are covered 

with mud and you can’t see our license plates—Cracked our windshield today”

(p. 29) and in reference to his second flat tire, “How lucky it happened here and not 

on some of these hairpin turns!” (p. 40). This 1961 Alaska Highway journey was 

certainly a tough trip, as McCombie also noted “Road is slick-Pulled in at Mile 278 

because we were afraid of it—good thing we did—cars stuck all along the way and a 

station wagon reported turned over behind us” (p. 40). Interestingly, after 

experiencing all these difficulties, he still lamented “hope it remains difficult to do” 

(p. 29), an attestation to the importance of Alaska Highway mythology for these 

travellers.

Wilderness mythology also persisted throughout travel stories in popular 

magazines. Despite increases in development in this region, travellers still thought 

of the Alaska Highway as wilderness. Interestingly, however, Boos (1978) 

distinguishes between the highway and the wilderness landscape:

The untamed nature of the land starts at the edge o f  the 

road [emphasis added] and beckons one to shoulder a haversack, rifle 

or camera and forge into its depths. But the bush, as the locals call the 

off-the-road areas, is not to be taken on its postcard idyllic appearance.

It is truly a wilderness that must be reckoned with at every turn. (p. 25) 

Despite upgrades to highway conditions, the Alaska Highway was still 

subject to natural forces, such as periodic flooding, washouts (Coates, 1992, p. 251, 

257), and insects. For example, mosquitoes have continued to be a common theme 

among highway travel stories. Writing for Ala magazine in 1978, Boos 

commented “the insect population breeds in plague-like proportions....northern 

mosquitoes are a curse....a trip in to the bush or even a stop in the shade at its edge 

is unbearable without heavy clothing and a liberal dousing of insect repellent” (p.

28). In addition, tourism tales of hazardous floods, dust, mud, gravel, and flying
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rocks continued to appear in popular magazines well into the 1970’s. As noted in 

the popular magazine Alaska:

After the first 5 miles of dust, shoulder-jerking potholes 

and twisting ruts, I dispatched the thought of turning back, 

cursed the thought of what 1,500 miles of this would do 

to me and my van, and resolved to make it....I observed a 

spectrum of preparations for the rigors of the highway....to 

campers done up like armored cars, complete with headlight 

protectors, windshield screens, front-end screens, taped windows 

for dust control, flaps and under pans....most everything taken 

on the present-day highway should be considered at least partly 

expendable. (Boos, 1978, p. 24)

Similarly, Truesdell (1978) emphasized the importance of taking safety precautions 

prior to beginning an Alaska Highway trip, noting that “dust is probably the most 

talked about feature of Alaska Highway travel” (p. 57). Complimenting his story 

with illustrations of vehicle protection devices, he provided advice on how to 

protect a vehicle from dust, stones, and rocks with various shield devices: “Stones 

pose a hazard for travelers. Not only will flying rocks shatter unprotected 

headlights, windshields and clearance lights, but they’ll also gnaw, mile after 

unmerciful mile, at your tires” (p. 57).

The project to pave the Alaska Highway most certainly diminished these 

flying rocks and loose gravel. The paving of the Alaska Highway was definitively 

instrumental in altering the experience of the Alaska Highway, yet while later 

travellers noted highway improvements, the focus of most published and archival 

accounts continued to herald the danger, hardship, and wilderness adventure of 

driving this route. The excitement of the Alaska Highway mythology, coupled with 

a genuine drive for a unique vacation, thus elicited tales of hardship and fortitude 

throughout the following decades.
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Modem Tourism

Throughout the 1980’s, 1990’s and to present day, the Alaska Highway has 

continued to serve as a source of inspiration for personal travel accounts filled with 

mishap. Danger has continued to be present in these accounts:

The forbidding clouds had opened up and poured down barrels 

of water, making the road a slick loblolly of mud. We came across 

at least five outfits that had either slid off the road or overturned. 

Miraculously, no one had been injured. (Bristow, 1981, p. 47).

In addition, Maclean ’smagazine noted “The highway’s condition ranges from

flawless pavement in much of the Alaska section to bone-rattling potholes and dirt- 

road stretches farther south. Natural disasters, such as mudslides, periodically 

threaten the route” (Bergman, 1990, p. 19). In an effort to lesson some of these 

difficulties, one traveller advocated driving the Alaska Highway during the winter, 

as “the roadbed smooths out....there’s no flying gravel....the dust is gone and the 

mosquitos are dead....you have the whole road to yourself’ (Connelly, 1993, p. 14).

Although challenge and hardship continued to be significant threads 

throughout these later publications, there was also a sad acknowledgment that 

conditions along the Alaska Highway had vastly improved over time. In 1981,

Olson lamented “For all the romance and legend it is no longer the wilderness trail it 

once was. The paving project is racing toward completion; few long stretches of 

unpaved road remain” (p. 41). Writing for Ala magazine in 1986, the editors of 

the guidebook, The Milepost noted, “Driving to the North is no longer the ordeal it 

was in the early days. Those early images of the Alaska Highway with vehicles sunk 

in the mud up to their hubcaps are far removed from the asphalt-surfaced Alaska 

Highway of today” (p. 38). While the Alaska Highway was not yet entirely paved at 

this time, a significant portion had been resurfaced and highway improvements were 

ongoing.
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Moreover, contradictions regarding highway conditions, travel preparations, 

and experiences became evident in popular accounts of Alaska Highway travels. 

For example, Schreiner (1992), writing for Canadian Geographic, noted that the 

Alaska Highway “is tamer today” (p. 88), while Olsenius (1991), writing for 

National Geographic, asserted “If you let your mind wander, the road will jump up 

and bite you” (p. 89). However, despite being described as tamer, the “Great Road 

North” was still widely thought of as “one of motoring’s real adventures”

(Hart, 1992, p. 31) to modem travellers. Thus, regardless of contradictions between 

Alaska Highway mythology and travellers experiences, the popular perception of 

this route as hardship and wilderness endured.

Despite these numerous contradictions throughout popular literature, 

evidence of the continued belief in Alaska Highway mythology can be found in 

fairly recent publications. In the popular magazine Alaska Living, Jensen (1992) 

described his family’s reaction to his planned Alaska Highway trip:

When we explained further that we would be driving to Fairbanks 

via the Alaska Highway, our madness was confirmed. I still remember 

my mother’s words: “You’ll ruin your car, lose your belongings, and 

probably get eaten alive by heaven only knows what out there in that 

wilderness. I know. I’ve seen pictures.” (p. 24)

Writing for Up Here magazine in 1992, Hart also cautioned that the Alaska 

Highway is “a road that tests your driving skills to the limit....fatigue is the main 

enemy of drivers....elderly drivers of recreational vehicles are often caught napping 

and end up in the ditches on the side of the Highway” (p. 32). In National 

Geographic, Olsenius (1991) described the modern Alaska Highway as “tortuous” 

(p. 72), yet subsequently glorified this route: “The highway almost immediately 

acquired a certain mystique, like other fabled routes to adventure, an epic 

embellished, rather than diminished, by actual experience” (p. 73). While most 

hazards, such as steep grades, sharp curves, and muddy dirt roads have now been



eliminated from the Alaska Highway, a few real hazards remain unavoidable—the 

weather, the mosquitoes, and other biting insects. These ferocious, blood sucking 

insects have remained a consistent element in traveller tales since the opening of the 

Alaska Highway to present day.

Due to the personal challenge associated with driving the Alaska Highway 

and finding a common bond in their hardships and experiences, camaraderie among 

highway travellers has resulted in this route being named “the friendliest road in the 

world” (Woolcock, 1990, p. 87). Converging at rest stops and service stations, 

highway travellers shared their experiences (Olsenius, 1991, p. 89). However, as 

travellers undoubtedly told each other of their respective harrowing and exciting 

experiences, they effectively reinforced and added to the notoriety of the Alaska 

Highway.

Regardless of the decade in which one travelled the Alaska Highway, the 

reactions to reaching the end of the Alaska Highway are similar. For example, early 

travellers remarked that they were “extremely tired, dirty and dusty all over, we 

were nonetheless as happy as larks. We had driven the Alaska Highway! We felt 

like stopping in the center of Fourth Avenue and yelling ‘Whoopee’, or ‘Eureka’” 

(Boyd & Boyd, 1947, p. 40). However, despite immense improvements in road 

conditions, infrastructure, and services, later travellers also found great pride in 

driving the Alaska Highway:

At the roadside turnouts and rest areas winded travelers were 

stopped to survey the condition of themselves and their rigs.

More than one was shaking his head at the mud-over-dust, 

dust-over-mud, tattered appearance of his American Dream 

Machine. But the same exhilaration I felt was on everyone’s 

face. It was in that tired, head-twisting smile that said,

“I don’t believe it, but I’m here.” (Boos, 1978, p. 25)
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Reflected in all of these writings is a sense of nostalgia towards an earlier 

time. It appears that later travellers continue to have strong associations with Alaska 

Highway mythology. These travellers endeavor to adopt the earlier tales, add their 

own unusual stories and thus perpetuate and reinforce the mythology of the Alaska 

Highway. In doing so, travellers effectively link themselves to this mythology and 

thus proclaim with great pride, “I survived the Alaska Highway.” Furthermore, 

while the need for mileposts has long since passed, modem Alaska Highway travel 

writers also continue to rely heavily on this milepost format to describe the 

highway.9 Frontier images are also still linked to the Alaska Highway, as shown in 

a recent Alaska Highway travel log, whose dedication reads “To frontiers and the 

roads that take us there” (Huber & Huber, 2000, insert).

However, writing for the Anchorage Daily News, one book critic ponders the 

motivations of travel writers who continue to depict the Alaska Highway as 

hardship and adventure. Referring to the travel book The Alaska Highway: An 

Insider ’sGuide by Ron Dalby, Hunt (1991) notes:

For some reason, Dalby wants to cry up the great “adventure” involved 

in driving the highway, but all the hype seems misspent....The road has 

its pleasures and rewards, but 50 years of change have made history and 

romance even harder to find than they were in 1942. (p. C l4)

Other writers have echoed these sentiments as seen in the article “Alaska Highway: 

Fact or Fiction,” in which it is noted that RV travellers have long, and heatedly, 

debated the myths of this route (Leonard, 1989, p. 6).

Conclusion

Alaska Highway mythology, sparked by the initial construction period of the 

pioneer road, has been adopted by highway travellers and has transformed this route

9 Thomas P. Huber and Carole J. Huber follow The Milepost format in their 2000 book The Alaska 
Highway: A Geographical Discovery. This format uses the system of mileposts to identify the 
location and services at each mile on the highway, a technique used in the popular guidebook 
The Milepost since 1949.
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into a tourist attraction. Since its inception and initial construction phase, the Alaska 

Highway has drawn hordes of tourists northward to experience this rugged route for 

themselves. Pulled by various myths of the North, and inspired by travellers before 

them, Alaska Highway tourists have effectively woven Alaska Highway mythology 

through decades of highway travel, despite highway changes, improvements, and 

developments. However, although Alaska Highway mythology has endured 

throughout popular literature, the tourism landscape of the current Alaska Highway 

no longer resembles the highway lore.

Alaska Highway books, articles, and personal logs that glorify and reinforce 

the hardship, survival, frontier, and wilderness mythology of this route may be 

linked to a sense of nostalgia, yet this mythology is also a clearly defined marketing 

strategy. The tourism trend, notably the RV phenomenon, dominate the highway 

during summers months, in part due to the famous mythology of the Alaska 

Highway. Thus, it benefits both travel writers and tourism operators to continue to 

perpetuate this long-standing mythology, despite this route having been “defanged” 

(Krakauer, 1992, p. 108). However, the allure of the Alaska Highway has not been 

without controversy, nor has the popularity of Alaska Highway tourism come 

without a price. As tourism has increased along this route, so has infrastructure and 

related services designed to accommodate mass tourism demands. The Alaska 

Highway landscape of today no longer resembles the hardship route of the past, 

indeed homogenous and commercial infrastructure abound along its length. While 

the mythology survives in a somewhat contradictory state, and the tourism industry 

flourishes along with it, intensive debates over the future and direction of tourism 

are raising issues over the future of mass tourism in this region.
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Chapter Two

Alaska Highway Tourism: Wilderness and Development Issues

Among the various facets of Alaska Highway mythology, the popular 

conceptualization of this road as wilderness is perhaps the most complex and thus is 

worthy of further examination. As wilderness has been identified as the primary 

motivation for tourists to visit the North (Johnston, 1995, p. 27), the wilderness 

image of the Alaska Highway has direct ramifications for the tourism industry. 

Likewise, the tourism industry has direct implications for the wilderness integrity of 

this region. The volume of Alaska Highway tourism, along with extensive tourism 

infrastructure and related services have grown into a form of mass tourism. Not only 

does the direction of Alaska Highway tourism and the resultant built landscape 

contradict the wilderness mythology of this route, but they also contribute to debates 

concerning the compatibility of mass tourism and wilderness landscapes.

Alaska Highway Tourists and Wilderness Perceptions

Interestingly, while motivations behind tourism vary, a primary reason that 

people tour is to escape their everyday lives and find spiritual enlightenment, hence 

the term “re-creation” (Grabum, 1989, p. 22). With reference to wilderness, this 

escapism is rooted in the need to flee urban environments and find solace in the 

natural environment (Wadland, 1985, p. 223). While perhaps failing to grasp the 

irony in his statement, Ells (1944) comments that the allure of the Alaska Highway 

is “the appeal of venturing in comfort and safety into a great northern wilderness”

(p. 117). The wilderness designation of the northern environment draws on already 

established, albeit hotly debated, notions of the potential benefits of wilderness for 

Western society. Johnston (1995) explains:

The mystic symbolism of the polar environment allows contemplation 

about the wider universe, and also about the individual, delicate 

components of a fragile ecosystem. It can be an awe-inspiring reminder



of the global environment, or simply a place for new and unique cultural 

and nature-based experiences, (p. 29)

Thus the modern wilderness association with the northern environment, including 

the Alaska Highway, is a significant attraction to southern, urban based populations 

who seek to reconnect with natural environments.

Yet as these travellers increase in numbers and even demand built 

environments in wilderness destinations, the irony is twofold. Not only is their 

escapism experience diminished, but they also erode the very wilderness values 

which they seek. However, as previously noted, it is northern residents that pay the 

ultimate price for the changed landscape. Tourists can freely seek out new and more 

remote destinations, yet residents may be left with a scarred and degraded 

landscape. An examination of tourism, in the context of wilderness and 

development debates, will shed insight into these tourism processes along the 

Alaska Highway.

Early Tourism Development Issues

The effects of the Alaska Highway on northern development as well as the 

social and cultural effects on northern communities cannot be overstated. In fact, 

Cruikshank (1978, p. 56) identifies the Alaska Highway as the Second Rush in the 

North, following on the heels of the Klondike gold rush and having similar socio

cultural and economic effects. The initial negative impacts of the Alaska Highway 

were predominantly felt by the Aboriginal population (see Coates, 1985;

Cruikshank, 1985), who in some instances, were entirely unaware of the 

construction plans until directly faced with work crews and machinery (Haigh,

1993, p. 194). The Alaska Highway is also likened to the gold rush era by Stuart10 

(1985, p. 198) who cites the highway as being primarily responsible for quickly 

transforming the landscape, culture and economies of the north. While the “rush”
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of tourism along the Alaska Highway has been in progress for nearly 60 years, the 

nature of this industry has changed over time.

The idea that the Alaska Highway would lead to significant development 

was embedded within early highway plans, and this route was seen as crucial to 

opening up the entire northwest. In fact, the Alaska Highway was labeled the 

“New Northwest Passage” in The Times (“Opening up the Canadian North-west,” 

(1943, July 5). Prior to the building of the Alaska Highway, this route was also 

recognized during the 1930’s and early 1940’s by development proponents as a 

potential tourism resource for northern communities, indeed tourism was an explicit 

component of Alaska Highway plans (Burpee, 1940, p. 259; Thompson, 1967, p. 38; 

Bucksar, 1968, p. 215; Haigh, 1993, p. 190). For example, in a report to Franklin D. 

Roosevelt on April 26, 1940, the Alaskan International Highway Commission 

noted:

The tourist demand cannot be overlooked nor set aside. Motorists 

are already seeking new excursion routes, and probably one of the 

highway’s greatest financial returns will come from the constant 

increase in business along the route of the highway, as the number 

of tourists...continues to grow. (p. 11)

Thus, a self-perpetuating pattern of growth was predicted to occur after the military 

significance was exhausted, following a “build it and they will come” mentality. In 

this sense, the highway would attract tourists, who would then attract tourism 

investors and related infrastructure, who would subsequently attract more tourists, 

and so on.

Effectively, the Alaska Highway was deemed instrumental in opening the 

northwest to full development (Naske, 1976, p. 14). Boosters, such as the Secretary 

of Alaska, E. L. Bartlett, strongly advocated for Alaska Highway development prior 

to the building of this route. Citing that “roads beget roads,” Bartlett (1943, p. 33) 

envisioned that the Alaska Highway would begin a network of feeder roads that
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were crucial to Alaska’s development. Writing in 1944, Ells advocated for 

enormous development in this region and the tourism industry played an explicit 

component in these plans (p. 109). Ells also remarked on the economic significance 

of the Alaska Highway in 1944, commenting on the possibility of feeder roads and 

the dire need for tourism infrastructure, such as service stations and 

accommodations (p. 118). In addition to the potential for tourism, the Alaska 

Highway was also seen as a precursor for multiple use development, including sport 

hunting, fishing, and natural resource extraction (Burpee, 1940, p. 267; Tobin, 1942, 

p. 5; Bucksar, 1961, p. 23). Indeed, the Alaska Highway was the “springboard” 

(Harrington, 1962, p. 60) for these, and other activities.

The Alaska Highway was also recognized by those outside the North as 

having economic possibilities, particularly in the area of tourism development. 

Numerous letters addressed to the Controller, Yukon Territory during the 1940’s 

attest to the interest of southerners in becoming Alaska Highway tourism 

entrepreneurs. Examples of these fascinating letters include this excerpt from Floyd 

L. Seward, dated May 13, 1948: “Could you please give me some information on 

how to obtain a barber’s license for the Territory. Later on I intend to build some 

tourist cabins along the Alcan Highway there in the Y. T..” A further example is a 

letter from Leon J. McNiemey, dated March 30 (n.d.), in which he states wanting to 

“know first what I am getting into” before making the trip for himself. While some 

people simply inquired about business opportunities, others were more explicit in 

their development plans. The following letter not only demonstrates public interest 

in establishing tourism facilities, but also reveals public knowledge concerning the 

lack of tourism infrastructure on the recently built Alaska Highway:

I would like to obtain very much a little information as to possible 

land acquisition along the Alaskan [sz'c] Highway in the Yukon Territory.

My purpose would be to build facilities for the tourist business such 

as a filling station, cabins, grocery store...! have read some on the
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highway’s possibilities and note that travel accomodations [57'c] 

are severly [sic]lacking. (Robert J. [last name illegible], n.d., April 20)11 

Interestingly, the response of the Yukon Controller office to various letters, 

some of which went into great detail regarding personal life history and outdoor 

experience appears repetitive, suggesting that responding to these numerous letters 

was a monotonous task. For example, on March 3, 1948, in response to requests for 

land acquisitions and tourism developments, L. H. Phinney simply referred the 

writer to the “appropriate Department in Victoria,” to “Mr. G. R. Bidlake,

Territorial Agent at Whitehorse,” and to “Mr. W. M. Emery, the Dominion Land 

Agent,” in Whitehorse. Little attempt was made to elaborate on travel or business 

opportunities, nor to respond to the personal tones of each letter.

In addition to inquiries about tourism developments, there appeared to be an 

early interest in tourism along the Alaska Highway for the purposes of sport 

hunting. The perception of the North as both frontier and wilderness most surely 

contributed to this interest in large game hunting, and the Alaska Highway served as 

an avenue of opportunity for these pursuits. One archival letter in particular, written 

by Theo M. Nightwine, dated May 16, 1948, is instrumental in illustrating the allure 

of the north for hunting:

Ever since I was a boy, back in Ohio, I’ve been fascinated by what 

I’ve read about the Yukon and and [sic\ whats [s/e] more, I’ve always 

wanted to shoot one of the big Alaska Kodiak bears...Please tell us 

something about the hunting in the Yukon; I have an idea that perhaps 

you have plenty of good hunting there...My wife and I are just going out 

to have a time for ourselves in the forests and mountains; we’d kind of
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like to come back home with maybe a bear-skin or wolf or something

of the sort.

Other letters expressed similar desires, including this letter from O. K. Latta, 

received at the Yukon Controller’s office on June 10, 1949: “I am anxious to get 

information concerning a trip into Y. T....with hopes of killing a caribou and a 

sheep, and any other game in the same district.” Hopeful travellers and hunters also 

provided long lists of ammunition and weaponry in their letters; two travellers cited 

the following as their intended choice of guns to bring up the Alaska Highway:

“one or two 30-06 rifles a twenty gauge shot gun and two 38 revolvers” (Peter [last 

name illegible], 1948, June 13). Regardless of whether these letters inquired about 

land acquisitions, tourism infrastructure, or sport hunting, noteworthy in these 

requests is the predominantly United States origin of their writers, as well as the 

American interest in owning land, operating businesses, and consumptive tourism in 

northern Canada. Therefore, these letters not only reflect widespread public interest 

in the Alaska Highway itself, but also add credence to the assertion that the Alaska 

Highway was largely “built by and for American interests” (Coates, 1992, p. 239).

According to Haigh (1993, p. 189), the vision of development boosters for 

Alaska Highway tourism was realized. However, Haigh (1993, p. 190) also notes 

that while numerous tourism establishments opened up during the early rush of 

development, many of them subsequently closed in northern boom and bust fashion. 

Not only was early tourism on the Alaska Highway unable to support the onslaught 

of tourism facilities, yet ironically, highway improvements effectively undermined 

many tourism establishments, despite the business support of highway maintenance 

workers (Haigh 1993, p. 190). As road improvements enabled Alaska Highway 

travellers to travel longer distances without the need for supplies or lodging, the 

business of numerous tourism facilities declined. A further factor in this decline was 

the trend towards “self-containment” (Duerden, 1981, p. 47) in Alaska Highway 

travellers, notably Recreational Vehicles (RV’s). Additionally, while improved road
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conditions increased tourism volume on the Alaska Highway, these improvements 

also resulted in the clustering of tourism infrastructure at highway nodes such as 

Watson Lake, Whitehorse, and Haines Junction (Duerden, 1981, p. 47; Haigh, 1993, 

p. 192). Road speed was another factor in this process, indeed Haigh (1993) argues 

that “speed has changed the landscape geography of the Alaska Highway and 

diminished the importance of the landmark stops” (p. 193).

Following construction, local business leaders embarked on a long campaign 

to have the Alaska Highway paved, as the rugged condition of the highway was 

considered a deterrent to potential tourists (Tyre, 1973, p. 10). In fact, the paving of 

the Alaska Highway was considered essential for the “real bonanza of tourism” 

(West, 1966, p. 124) and widely regarded by northern residents as essential for 

economic development in this region (Coates, 1985, p. xiv; Coates, 1989, p. 115). 

The paving of the Alaska Highway was also seen as vital for the building of more 

feeder roads and as an incentive for increased settlement (Webb, 1985, p. 308). 

However, paving the Alaska Highway was not agreed upon by all as a positive step 

in northern development. In the midst of the paving campaign, Bucksar (1974, p.

78) cautioned that the new feeder system was really just an extension of outside 

southern values, which were not necessarily compatible with northern realities. 

Adding to his cautionary note, Bucksar (1974, p. 79) also asserted that in 

prioritizing areas to be paved, the commuting needs of local communities should 

take priority over the transient interests of tourists. It is instrumental to reiterate here 

that asserting community needs over those of tourists is an important distinction, as 

this is a recurring conflict for tourism-based communities.

While development, such as resource extraction industries are important for 

the overall northern economy, tourism has long been considered to be important for 

the diversification of local economies. In 1966, after expressing concern over boom 

and bust cycles of development in the North, the Canadian Minister of Northern 

Affairs and Resources, Arthur Laing, suggested tourism and the protection of
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wilderness areas as a long-term alternative to ore extraction (p. 224). The Alaska 

Highway has seemed to follow in this tourism direction, and for numerous Alaska 

Highway communities, tourism is now seen as essential for the northern economy.

The increase in Alaska Highway tourism since its opening to civilian traffic 

in 1948 has been exponential. Indeed, the Alaska Highway is considered as carrying 

the economic “lifeblood” (Cove, 1989, p. 11) of communities situated along this 

route. Yet mass tourism cannot possibly occur in destination communities without 

altering the landscape, as accompanying this increase in Alaska Highway tourism is 

tourism infrastructure designed to accommodate these masses. Alaska Highway 

development aimed at attracting tourists include a multitude of service stations, 

restaurants, tourist attractions, motel accommodations, and RV parks. These 

services and facilities range in their physical and aesthetic impact on the landscape, 

yet together they compromise a significant physical, as well as visual, component of 

the Alaska Highway landscape.

Alaska Highway Tourism and Wilderness Debates

While most advocated for continued development along the Alaska Highway 

corridor, there were mixed views about how this development would alter the 

Alaska Highway environment, as well as real, and perceived wilderness qualities.

As early as 1945, travellers remarked on the significance of changes along the 

Alaska Highway, as this route had grown “from a mere scratch in the wilderness to 

a full-grown highway” (Barger, 1945, p. 13). Seemingly aware of a decline in 

perceived wilderness values, due to highway developments, another early traveller 

termed the Alaska Highway “almost virgin wilderness” in 1946 (Anderson, p. 38). 

Interestingly, the notions of development and wilderness appear to be seen as 

conflicting terms; where development is increased, wilderness values subsequently 

decrease. While these early reflections fail to foresee the intensive development that 

was to occur on this route, they do hint at both tangible and intangible losses that 

over development would cause in this region.
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Others showed great foresight into the inevitable tourism development that 

would ensue once the Alaska Highway was made available to the general public. In 

1947, Holmes noted the potential for tourism infrastructure along the Alaska 

Highway, yet he expressed concern regarding the possibility of over development: 

Plans for a tourist boom in the sub-Arctic are reflected in new 

hunting lodges, overnight cabins, stores and restaurants....as the distances 

dwindles between gas stations....and other such ubiquitous evidences of 

modem civilization, the Alaska road may lose some of its glamour and 

allure for those seeking solitude from the madding throng, (p. 8)

This passage provides insight into the importance of the image of the Alaska 

Highway as remote wilderness, for northern residents and for tourists alike. 

However, this remoteness quality has not only contributed to its mythology as a 

wilderness destination, but ironically has also contributed to the hordes of tourists 

who seek to experience a raw, pristine Alaska Highway landscape.

As development continues along the Alaska Highway, the wilderness 

perception of this road is in danger of eroding completely. A tourism survey 

conducted by Johnston and Madunic (1995) details perceptions of tourists in the 

Yukon Territory. In this survey, numerous respondents recognized the negative 

impacts of tourism on the environment and several noted a concern for future 

tourism development. Direct tourist comments from this survey include “You can’t 

have a tourism industry in a pristine, wilderness environment because they 

contradict each other” and “tourists don’t appreciate the wilderness” (p. 93).

The relevance of this study for Alaska Highway tourism is noteworthy. The Alaska 

Highway plays a significant role in Yukon tourism and as Johnston and Madunic 

assert, highways and wilderness are strongly linked concepts in this northern region 

(p. 92). In fact, according to the Yukon Department of Renewable Resources, 

“wilderness provides the essential character of this region” (Johnston & Madunic, 

1995, p. 90). In addition, embedded throughout this survey are concerns about the
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potential of tourism to degrade the environment and wilderness qualities of this 

region, due to sheer volume, neglect, or ignorance.

The Alaska Highway can be conceptualized as a distinct linear region and 

thus, is subject to the processes of corridor development. As a linear corridor, 

development is most prevalent along the actual highway route, however feeder 

roads also encourage development in adjacent areas. The environmental degradation 

due to the building of highways in wilderness areas, is both inevitable and 

irreversible. Jackman (1973, p. 72) in particular, argues that once highways are built 

in wilderness regions, the development cycle that ensues is predictable and 

permanently alters the landscape. In addition, Jackman postulates “how can 

settlement and commercial development prosper without destroying the wilderness 

values on which they depend” (1973, p. 72). Hall and Johnston (1995) also caution 

that the wilderness qualities in Subarctic areas are most threatened by the building 

of roads, which effectively enable mass tourism to reach northern regions in private 

vehicles (p. 309). Fittingly, Johnston (1995, p. 33) also notes an increase in tourism 

and the potential for over development on the Dempster Highway, evidence of the 

importance of the Alaska Highway for the building of feeder roads throughout the 

northwest.

Although the development process along the Alaska Highway is well 

underway, it is unlikely complete. Ease of access has been identified as a key factor 

in increasing northern tourism (Johnston, 1995, p. 32), and the trend towards 

northern corridor development, combined with the increase in feeder roads is 

predicted to encourage more tourism to this region. Competition among highway 

communities is evident throughout the pages of tourism publications, including 

The Milepost, as communities vie to attract tourists with glossy advertisements and 

promises of new and improved tourism services. As a region, the Alaska Highway is 

unique and this is reflected in the mythology that surrounds this route. However,
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this uniqueness is threatened, as marketing forces, development and tourism 

infrastructure result in a built landscape that parallels that of southern locales. 

Marketing and Tourism Images

The importance of marketing forces in Alaska Highway tourism also cannot 

be overstated. Marketing, both private business and public sector, create 

preconceived images and stereotypes of destination places and these processes 

cannot be separated, indeed they operate in tandem. The stereotyping of northern 

images and promises of certain experiences can be seen with respect to the Alaska 

Highway. Drawing on the 1896-1898 gold rush, construction accounts, the 

mythology of this route as hardship and wilderness, as well as Aboriginal culture, 

tourism marketing forces campaign the Alaska Highway as a unique tourism 

destination. As a road based tourism destination, the Alaska Highway is also 

extensively marketed towards RV tourists, however this issue will be discussed in- 

depth in the following chapter.

Continuing in the footsteps of earlier boosters and recognizing the eventual 

decline of North Slope oil, the Alaska Tourism Marketing Council (1994) also seeks 

to market Alaska’s wilderness reputation, placing advertisements strategically “in or 

adjacent to editorial compatible with Alaska’s image as a clean, unspoiled world- 

class destination (p. 3, 85). In tourism marketing forces, there is also increasing 

cooperation between British Columbia, Yukon, and Alaska in developing the 

regional tourism industry. Joint tourism publications, such as The Alaska Highway 

(1942-1992) Historic Milepost: A Mile By Mile Guide attest to this trend (British 

Columbia Ministry of Tourism, Yukon Tourism, Alaska Department of 

Transportation and Public Facilities, and Peace River Alaska Highway Tourist 

Association, 1992).

While marketing may serve the purpose of increasing tourism business, there 

are responsibilities, as well as cautions, attached to this sector. As communities 

enter the tourism industry, they transform from “community” to “destination.”



However, Hall (1994) insightfully notes that “tourism redefines social realities. 

Advertising creates images of place which then also create expectations on the part 

of the visitor, which in turn may lead the destination to adapt to such expectations” 

(p. 178). In addition to pointing out potential pitfalls in catering to preconceived 

notions of place, this caveat also notes that communities, as destinations, may 

become caught in a touristic stereotype which is difficult to shed. Thus, tourism 

based communities may become commoditized.

Hall (1994, p. 178) provides a useful criteria for the commoditization of 

place, the creation of community events and the transformation of history into a 

marketable commodity. In direct relevance to this assertion, two northern 

communities are brought immediately to mind, Dawson City, Yukon, and Skagway, 

Alaska. Both these northern towns have transformed themselves into historical 

replicas for the tourism industry, yet in the process have also become facades behind 

which community members must reside. While it may be economically beneficial in 

the short-term to create these historic theme park images, long-term effects include 

commoditization of history, place, and culture from which neither Dawson City, nor 

Skagway can readily escape. Ironically, in these instances, the contrived, at least for 

the tourists, has become authentic.

In relating these ideas to the Alaska Highway, several interesting points can 

be made. First, the mythology of the Alaska Highway, as previously demonstrated, 

has undoubtedly formed preconceived stereotypes of this route among the general 

public. Noteworthy, however, is that tourists expect certain experiences and images 

to be met, and it thus becomes Alaska Highway communities duty to provide them. 

Nash (1989, p. 46) points out that it is often the hosts who are forced to adapt to 

tourists demands, rather than the tourists having to adapt to the realities, and 

limitations, of host destinations. While a sense of nostalgia for community members 

is certainly one component in Alaska Highway events and services, the gold rush
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theme, construction era, and pioneer aesthetic are also highlighted for the benefit of 

the tourism industry.

Secondly, the marketing of Alaska Highway paraphernalia has effectively 

commoditized Alaska Highway history into tourism products to be sold and 

consumed. This trend, which began at the inception of the Alaska Highway, has 

continued to present day. Although no doubt humorous, the canning of Alaska 

Highway dust during the 1940’s is indicative of the early tendency to capitalize on 

tourist stereotypes and expectations of this route as hardship and rugged. More 

recently, the Alaska Highway festival Rendezvous a celebration of the 50th 

Anniversary of the Alaska Highway, while celebrating community and regional 

achievements, was also a deliberate attempt to bolster tourism interest in this route. 

Coates, in publishing a historical book on the Alaska Highway, North to Alaska, that 

coincided with this commemorative festival in 1992 notes that “now, perhaps, the 

Alaska Highway’s time has come...it is time to recall the history of a unique, 

remarkable, and delightful road, which ranks among the world’s greatest driving 

adventures” (p. 283).

As noted in Chapter One, advertisements, postcards, and other souvenir 

items with slogans such as “I survived the Alaska Highway” lend themselves to the 

preconceptions of the adventure and thrill associated with travelling this route, and 

subsequently reinforce the danger stereotype of the Alaska Highway. Paradoxically, 

Tourism British Columbia (2002) highlights the Alaska Highway in a website 

section titled “Undiscovered Destinations.” The Tourism British Columbia (2002) 

website also describes the Alaska Highway as “still the road to adventure,” inviting 

travellers to “discover the undiscovered.” Yet in doing so, Tourism British 

Columbia also falsely implies that this corridor is undeveloped, sparsely travelled 

wilderness. Furthermore, popular magazines continue to exemplify the wilderness 

aspects of the Alaska Highway. For example, Olsenius (1991) titled his Alaska 

Highway piece “Alaska Highway: Wilderness Escape Route,” claiming “the call of
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the wild is still alive and echoing” (p. 73). Thus, marketing campaigns, events, and 

products are attempting to keep Alaska Highway mythology alive, and the related 

tourism industry in full force. Arguably, these processes adhere to the criteria 

outlined above by Hall (1994, p. 178) and demonstrate several of the ways in which 

the Alaska Highway has clearly become commoditized for the tourism industry.

While tourism is predominantly thought of as a non-consumptive industry, it 

is also a resource that can be manipulated, both within marketing strategies and by 

tourism operators. Interestingly, the portrayal of historical events and their socio

cultural effects have been accused elsewhere of being “sanitized,” in order to 

provide a safe social and political bubble for tourists (Hall, 1994, p. 179). In this 

instance, tourists are presented with idealized versions of “reality” that remain 

largely unquestioned. While Hall (1994) focuses on the portrayal of indigenous 

history and culture in Australia, this issue is relevant for all tourism sectors who 

often gloss over reality (past and present) in order to create touristic illusions. An 

example of selective, sanitized history was provided in the previous chapter, as 

Alaska Highway construction accounts have glorified the achievements of work 

crews, thus their suffering has become embedded within Alaska Highway 

mythology as popular romantic history. Noteworthy, however, is the absence in 

these same accounts of Aboriginal suffering, the depth of changes this highway 

brought to northern Aboriginal peoples, and the environmental destruction that the 

highway construction created throughout the Northwest.

Aboriginal history and culture, as well as the construction era are also 

portrayed by the tourism industry, yet each is highlighted in an entirely different 

fashion. Instead of focusing on historical events, the tourism industry highlights the 

vibrant Aboriginal culture of today, as something in which the tourists themselves 

can participate. By doing so, however, marketing may create the false impression 

that tourists are welcome everywhere, and by all. While this issue may seem a moot
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point, the distinction between willing host and regular community member is an 

important one. Northern Aboriginal peoples are aware of these issues, and there 

are “concerns about over marketing of [Aboriginal] products, social and lifestyle 

issues complicated by tourism development and issues around authenticity of the 

experiences being sold” (Yukon Government: Yukon Tourism, 2000, p. 19). 

Furthermore, in the Alaska Highway tourism industry, Aboriginal history is 

portrayed in the present, as an allure for tourists, while Eurocentric history is 

portrayed through the past, in the forms of the glorified gold rush and celebrated 

construction feats that emphasize progress and man over nature.

Young, in reference to the creation of new National Parks in the Canadian 

North, cautions that tourism is becoming just another resource in the Canadian 

landscape (1995, p. 189). In this sense, host destinations may capitalize upon the 

attributes (both natural and artificial) and perceptions of their local region, while the 

tourist becomes the consumer, whether it be of local products, history, services, 

culture, or scenery. However, as tourists consume the wilderness landscape along 

the Alaska Highway, they also contribute to its demise as a wilderness destination. 

Coates (1993, p. 39) argues that the continued portrayal of the North as frontier and 

wilderness, by the tourism industry, is misleading. Further concerns are echoed by 

Hall and Johnston (1995) who assert that “the perceived wilderness nature of the 

Arctic....while drawing visitors interested in their outstanding natural values may, 

paradoxically, lead to their destruction” (p. 13). In addition to eroding the landscape, 

these processes may also have negative impacts upon the image of host destinations 

and thus upon tourism based economies (Johnston & Madunic, 1995, p. 86). These 

processes are not unforeseeable along the Alaska Highway, given recent trends 

towards mass tourism on this route and the contradictions between this development 

and perceived wilderness qualities.

Ironically, despite identifying tourism as a contributing factor to the 

degradation of the northern environment, it is postulated by Johnston (1995, p. 28)
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that tourists’ perception of the North as fragile and pristine could help protect the 

northern environment. While perhaps idealistic, this is definitely a worthwhile 

avenue to explore as Alaska Highway tourism will continue, regardless of 

environmental or social awareness. Therefore, integrating environmental 

responsibility with wilderness appreciation throughout the tourism industry may be 

an effective way to mitigate environmental problems associated with tourism. In 

order to bring such an assertion to fruition however, it appears necessary that 

widespread educational campaigns, directed at both tourists, tourism operators, and 

marketing sectors are needed to ensure appropriate and responsible tourism. There is 

some evidence that this process is underway along the Alaska Highway. For 

example, in response to local concern about tourism development and wilderness 

integrity in the north, the Yukon Government has initiated an active campaign 

aimed at education of both tourism operators and the tourists themselves. The 

stipulation that wilderness tourism operators obtain a Wilderness Tourism License is 

one such example (Yukon Government: Yukon Tourism, 2000, p. 23).

Alaska Highway Development Debates

Concern for over development is not limited to the Alaska Highway region 

and has been noted elsewhere in northern tourism areas. For example, the 

development surrounding Denali National Park, Alaska, is clearly oriented towards 

mass tourism and tourists are described as “chipping away at the wilderness they 

come to see” (Doogan, 1992, p. 11). While tourism is monitored within the Park 

itself, mass tourism developments in the vicinity of Denali National Park have 

created concern for the ecological integrity of the region:

So many come that there are overflow lots along the highway north 

of the entrance, bare gravel pads open to the wind....chambers of 

commerce sing the praises of tourism as lustily as they once did of 

gold....and who’s to say that, in the long run, thousands of tourists
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coming to see the wilderness each year will not destroy the very thing 

they seek? (Doogin, 1992, p. 11-12)

Similar concerns have been expressed about mass tourism in Yellowstone National 

Park, where an increase in tourist numbers has been noted as a major contributor to 

a loss in landscape aesthetics and enjoyment of this former wilderness area 

(Whitaker, 1999, p. 93).

Northern residents are not unaware of how southern tourism development 

issues relate to northern tourism. Their own words best express the complexities of 

northern development debates, as it pertains not only to tourism, but to other 

development issues, such as resource extraction. One Yukoner puts the issue of 

tourism and development in wilderness areas in quite a blunt way: “Americans and 

Europeans don’t come here to see the same crap that has destroyed their 

environment in areas such as Yosemite National Park in California” (Noble, 1989, 

January 18, p. 8). In reference to tourism in Banff, Jasper, Yellowstone, and Glacier 

Parks, the following is the expressed opinion of one Haines Junction resident:

Have you seen the bumper to bumper traffic through the park, 

the noise, the smell of exhaust and the litter? I have, and I have also 

seen your elderly tourist in their Winnebagos! Occasionally I saw 

them turn off their color [s7c] T. V.s long enough to step outside and 

feed chocolate dipped Oreo cookies to a bear, deer or whatever wildlife 

was unfortunate enough to be passing by...are you really so naive 

as to believe that this small road access development will be the end 

of it...the Park officials were “pleased with the concerned attitude 

of the local business community.” I think those are the key words 

“business community.” It all boils down to the almighty dollar.

(Butterfield, 1989, January 27, p. 7) 

Other northern residents echo similar sentiments, indeed the preferential treatment 

of the business community is a recurring theme in northern public debates:
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Who would deny that when push conies to shove, the forces of 

development almost inevitably win out. Economic considerations 

are seen as the prime rationale, practically the only factor in decisions 

regarding the exploitation and development of resources in wilderness 

areas...we are told how everyone in the territory shall benefit from 

increased tourist traffic but if we can cut through this kind of rhetoric, 

what we find is the basic self interest of a few local business people 

and a handful of politicians...the thing is, that there can be no such 

thing as a “little” development. (Anonymous, 1989, January 6, p. 5) 

Regardless of these concerns for the protection of wilderness areas, the arguments 

of pro-development proponents remain focused on increased economic benefits 

from further levels of tourism development. Interestingly, one development 

proponent dismisses concern about over development in wilderness areas, such as 

Kluane National Park and Reserve, as “Banffinitis” (Zinkan, qtd. in Davidson, 1988, 

May 18, p. 6). While the use of this term is intended to negate the concerns of anti

development voices, the reference to Banff unwittingly acknowledges that tourism 

in wilderness areas is problematic and can become uncontrollable, as well as 

irreversible.

Other northern residents along the Alaska Highway also warn about 

development trends with respect to resource extraction and shed insight into the 

long-standing conflicts within northern communities over development issues: 

Everybody...comes up to the Yukon. They say, Oh I want to get away 

from that rat race down south, I want to get up here where it is calm, 

there’s lots of game, I can fish and this and that. Now all of a sudden... 

they ask lets bring in all the development that’s possible. It’s the people 

that’s going to make their home here that’s going to have to pay the high 

price after the thing is done. (Cruikshank, 1978, p. 60).
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In particular, the debate between wilderness, tourism, and development in the 

Alaska Highway region, referred to in the above quotes, has been quite controversial 

with regard to Kluane National Park and Reserve, Yukon. The opinions of Yukon 

Territory residents demonstrate that the interests of tourism businesses are often in 

direct opposition to those citizens who cite widespread concern for road 

development within the Park boundaries, and over development and degradation of 

northern wilderness areas in general. Proponents for development within wilderness 

areas cite the need for increased tourism revenue as the primary motivation, indeed 

one proponent, recognizing that the Alaska Highway tourism traffic consists 

primarily of Alaska-bound travellers, notes the need to make “Yukon a destination, 

not just a thoroughfare to Alaska” (Becker, qtd. in Rasmusson, 1989, May 8, p. 3).

While the following comment was made in reference to tourism 

development in Kluane National Park and Reserve, it has relevance for the entire 

northern region with regards to the tourism industry:

This is a choice we in the Yukon are faced with more and more each 

year, not only with park land but with all of the land...We in the Yukon 

are very lucky in that, if we are clear-sighted and wise, we can learn from 

and avoid the unfortunate mistakes that have been made elsewhere.

(Anonymous, 1989, January 6, p. 5) 

Other, arguments against development, such as “tourists are a pain in the ass” 

(Roberts, 1989, January 20, p. 8), while simple, do provide evidence that not all 

northerners welcome tourists into their midst. This, of course, is not confined to the 

Alaska Highway region, but reiterates an earlier assertion that while a few benefit 

economically from tourism, the entire community may pay the larger social cost. 

Conclusion

Large-scale development and tourism infrastructure along the Alaska 

Highway is well underway and shows no signs of abating. As tourists flock up the 

Alaska Highway, many of them seeking wilderness landscapes, they, in conjunction
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with northern communities, are altering this same landscape and thus undermining 

its wilderness qualities. As intangible as many of these qualities may be, such as 

inherent value, aesthetics, historical significance, uniqueness, sense of place, and 

recreational value, they are nonetheless important both separately and in tandem. 

Furthermore, if the popular perception of the Alaska Highway as a wilderness 

destination were to erode completely, the future of tourism in this region will be 

jeopardized. Thus, ironically, it appears that Alaska Highway wilderness mythology 

and the Alaska Highway wilderness landscape are perilously, yet inextricably 

linked. Northern communities have often been portrayed as victims of core

periphery dynamics, yet Coates (1993, p. 17) argues that this negates the 

participation of northern communities in shaping their own future. Regardless of 

one’s opinion towards Alaska Highway tourism, it must be reiterated that tourism is 

a consumptive, dynamic resource, not a passive industry, and therefore has the 

potential to alter the landscape, economics, and culture of host destinations. In the 

case of Alaska Highway tourism, northern communities have definitely taken an 

active role in the development of the tourism industry along the Alaska Highway, 

and in doing so have significantly transformed the Alaska Highway landscape.

The widespread participation of Alaska Highway communities in the 

tourism industry is evident from the plethora of tourism establishments on this 

route, and is also clearly evident in advertisements placed throughout travel 

guidebooks, such as The Milepost. This tourism publication has played an 

instrumental role in the Alaska Highway tourism industry, and in particular this 

guidebook has influenced the growth of the most visual form of Alaska Highway 

tourism, RV travel. An examination of The Milepost will shed insight into how this 

publication has helped shape the Alaska Highway tourism industry.
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Chapter Three 

Selling the Alaska Highway: Milepost by Milepost

The following is an examination of the Recreational Vehicle (RV)

phenomenon along the Alaska Highway, with particular focus on the role of the
12guidebook The Milepost in the commercialization of the Alaska Highway 

landscape and tourism industry. In addition to contributing to the commercialization 

of the Alaska Highway, The Milepost is arguably detracting from the experience of 

the Alaska Highway as a unique tourism destination. A blatant focus on RV tourism 

is resulting in an increasingly homogenous Alaska Highway landscape. In addition, 

the combination of tourism and marketing forces, along with specific mile-by-mile 

recommendations for tourism activities that are highlighted within The Milepost also 

raises questions concerning the authenticity of experience in touring the Alaska 

Highway. The Milepost has become the navigator and tour guide for the Alaska 

Highway, replacing the imagination and ingenuity of the individual tourist.

RV tourism and The Milepost are inextricably linked phenomena on the 

Alaska Highway and subsequently several issues relating to these topics are hereby 

discussed together. RV tourism along the Alaska Highway has been observed to 

significantly alter the landscape of local communities that accommodate RV 

tourists. The influx of RV tourists along the Alaska Highway is being encouraged 

by local communities, by both changes in infrastructure and by extensive 

advertisements in publications such as The Milepost that are directed towards RV 

tourism. Yet this form of mass tourism may eventually erode both the tourism 

industry and the local character of these same communities. Although there may be
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short-term economic advantages in catering to RV travellers, the long-term social, 

environmental, and cultural costs to small communities may be substantial.

Alaska Highway RV Tourism

RV tourism places a higher demand on local services and facilities than 

other, less consumptive forms of tourism, and is also a highly visible form of 

tourism that requires extensive land modification. RV parks require large, cleared 

gravel areas that are level, and each individual RV site has an electrical hook-up. In 

addition, RV parks supply sewage dumping facilities and various RV oriented 

amenities including cable television and vehicle washing stations. RV tourists, 

including camper vehicles, are reported to comprise approximately 22% of Alaska 

Highway travel (Yukon Government: Tourism Yukon; Tourism Industry 

Association, 2001, p. 4). However, RV tourism infrastructure dominates the 

regional landscape, and the RV’s themselves dominate the roadway, rest stops, and 

services.

In “Waste Disposal and the Wilderness in the Yukon Territory, Canada,” 

Johnston and Madunic (1995, p. 88) are among the first tourism researchers to 

recognize the potential environmental damages of RV tourism, citing particular 

concern for the environmental effects of RV raw sewage disposal. Similar concerns 

have also been noted by Parks Canada. In a Parks Canada (2000) project, 

pamphlets have been designed and distributed, in order to increase awareness 

among RV travellers regarding sewage treatment chemicals and groundwater 

contamination. The northern tourism industry is also aware of the environmental 

degradation from illegal RV sewage disposal.
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In Yukon: Canada’s True North 2001 Vacation Guide, “RV visitors are 

reminded to use designated dumping stations for sewage and grey-water dumping” 

(Yukon Government, 2001, p. 5). Furthermore, the pamphlet The Yukon RV  

Dumpstations List (Yukon Government: Renewable Resources, 1997) cautions that 

“gravel pits, streams, lakeshores and road sides are not safe places to dump your 

tanks. It is unsightly, unsanitary and against the law.” This issue has also been 

highlighted by Yukon residents, who have voiced considerable concern regarding 

“overnight RV parking in the gravel pits and the sanitation hazards this create[s]” 

(Yukon Government: Tourism Yukon, 1999, p. 4).

Along the Alaska Highway, RV tourists travel extensively through the 

Yukon, yet the goal destination for the majority of RV tourists is Alaska, 

specifically Denali National Park. This park is a popular tourist destination 

primarily due to the grandeur of Mount McKinley. The adjacent towns of Cantwell 

and Healy offer extensive facilities for RV travellers, as well as encourage mass 

tourism through bus tours and large resort facilities. Government and private 

business interests are aware of these travel trends and subsequently market 

strategies that lean towards the RV sector. Currently, for instance, the Alaska 

Highway is heavily marketed by the Yukon Government and by the Alaska Tourism 

Marketing Council. In fact, the Alaska Tourism Marketing Council actively solicits 

RV tourists in their home mailing campaign.

As noted in the literature review, academic tourism literature has largely 

ignored RV tourism, although brief mentions of this tourism sectors exists.

RV tourism in Alaska has been described as “elephants linked in a circus train, 

huffing and puffing over the mountain passes in search of solitude” (Worster, 1992, 

p. 172). Similar anti-RV descriptions abound in the protest piece “Is This 

Yellowstone, or an RV Parking Lot?,” in which Whitaker (1999) terms his 

Yellowstone vacation as “trailer-park hell” (p. 93). In addition, the crowd of RV 

tourists in Denali National Park is credited with an aesthetic disruption of the
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landscape, as gravel RV parks now dominate the landscape near the park’s entrance. 

In reference to Denali National Park, Doogan (1992) comments that “somebody 

snuck into the park and installed a giant Winnebago magnet” and refers to RV’s as 

“land whales” (p. 11). These comments not only caution about the loss in aesthetic 

landscape and the enormous pressure that RV over development is placing on 

wilderness areas, but also assert that the tourism experience is being lessened by the 

sheer numbers of RV vehicles in these former wilderness areas.

An examination of the guidebook T Milepost shows a distinctive trend 

towards perpetuating the myth of the Alaska Highway as a unique, challenging 

route for the adventurous traveller. However, while this guidebook projects images 

of the Alaska Highway as pristine wilderness, it simultaneously publishes 

conflicting pictorials that visually disrupt this same image. The advertisements and 

scenic highway photographs within The Milepost are rife with images of RV’s, 

either solitary against otherwise unpopulated natural scenery, or in promotional 

material that depicts rows upon rows of tightly spaced RV’s in privately run, gravel 

campgrounds. In doing so, The Milepost, in partnership with local communities, is 

commercializing this formerly unique route into just another homogenous form of 

mass tourism. The commercialization of the Alaska Highway evokes questions 

concerning authenticity and journey concepts, and the link between these ideas can 

be explored in a theoretical framework, as well as in the tourist publication itself. 

Examination o f  The Milepost

The original edition of The Milepost, published one year after the opening of 

the Alaska Highway to civilian traffic, was intended to assist travellers along this 

rugged route, not only in finding suitable accommodation and essential services 

such as gasoline, but also to enhance the traveller’s experience by noting points of 

interest along the highway (The Milepost, 1949). Designed with “road logs,” which 

describe the Alaska Highway according to mileage from Mile 0 (Dawson City,

British Columbia) to Mile 1422 (Delta Junction, Alaska), early editions of The
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Milepost informed the traveller about potential road conditions and hazards on the 

Alaska Highway. Early editions of The Milepost also included information for 

travellers including climatic conditions, safety tips for winter travel, customs and 

immigration, and hunting and fishing regulations. Historical references and stories 

were also present in early editions of The Milepost and have remained a component 

of this publication since its inception.

A further, self-proclaimed rationale for The Milepost (1949) guidebook was 

to dispel myths, termed “wild and confused impressions,” about Alaska and the 

Alaska Highway ( The Milepost, 1949 p. 1). These myths, said to be widespread 

among the general public, were attributed to other published accounts of travel in 

these regions. The Milepost was, and still is, touting itself as the quintessential 

guidebook for the traveller who seeks to know the truth about the Alaska Highway, 

which reportedly cannot be obtained in other “careless and inaccurate” publications 

(The Milepost, 1949, p. 1).

However, it is arguable that The Milepost itself is now a publication that 

depicts this region with its own wild and confused impressions; images of natural 

scenery and wildlife on one hand, and mass marketing of RV tourism and related 

consumer products on the other. Common throughout recent editions of 

The Milepost are images of RV tourists, both solitary and in droves, against a 

magnificent backdrop of “wilderness” scenery. Ironically, these extensive 

advertisements and imagery often portray the Alaska Highway as little more than an 

elongated parking lot for RV tourists. In addition, the abundance of advertised 

Alaska Highway products and services contradicts preconceived notions of 

wilderness or natural areas, as well as popular (mis)perceptions about the Alaska 

Highway itself.

The Milepost is not the only contributor in the commercialization of the 

Alaska Highway. Promotion of the Alaska Highway by the Canadian government 

has produced marketing strategies aimed at increasing tourism to this region since
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the late 1940’s. However, early guidebooks published by the Canadian government 

on the Alaska Highway differed substantially from early editions of The Milepost, 

perhaps reflecting the private ownership of the latter. For example, the focus of a 14 

page guidebook titled Alaska Highway: Canadian Section (1952), a series published 

by the Canadian Government Travel Bureau, was geared towards giving prospective 

travellers pertinent and factual information about the Alaska Highway.

Included in this scant publication was information pertaining to various 

regulations, accommodations, and services, mining and business opportunities, 

weather conditions, and the availability of communication and transportation 

networks. However, this publication did contain a small sketch of a couple camping 

with a house trailer (Canadian Government Travel Bureau, 1952, p. 13), evidence of 

the growing trend toward this form of tourism along the Alaska Highway. 

Noteworthy is the cover image of the 1957 edition of the same series; a photograph 

of a motorist and a uniformed Customs officer who is busily writing something in 

his notebook. Although it is left to the imagination of the reader whether the 

Customs officer is writing a vehicle violation ticket, or merely directions, it is far 

from a welcoming image of the wonders of the Alaska Highway.

A comparison of content and images throughout this early series 

Alaska Highway: Canadian Section reveals several interesting trends. Beginning in 

1958, this publication includes an introduction section that opens with the 

following: “If you have a taste for adventure and like driving through wilderness 

country almost untouched by the hand of man, then a wonderful journey awaits you 

along the Alaska Highway” (Canadian Government Travel Bureau, 1958, p. 4). The 

introduction extols the numerous virtues of the region, including scenic vistas, 

historical tidbits, and opportunities to purchase local handicrafts. Also of note is the 

change in cover design to that of an aerial photograph showing the Alaska Highway 

snaking through a beautifully treed valley towards a distant mountain range 

(Canadian Government Travel Bureau, 1958, cover page). This cover image of
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natural scenery does not coincide with the early trend of The Milepost to depict 

images of solitary RV travellers against an otherwise scenic background. While 

these publications from the Canadian Government Travel Bureau acknowledged 

RV travel, they did not participate to the same degree as The Milepost in the 

rampant commercialization of this region.

In contrast, the growth of The Milepost since 1949 has been extraordinary 

and seemingly exponential. The first edition of The Milepost (1949), published in 

Alaska, devoted 33 pages to the Alaska Highway, with the remainder of the 72 

small pages covering other routes in Alaska. In stark contrast, the current edition of 

The Milepost (2000), published in Georgia, is over 800 full size pages of 

advertisement and description, of which 118 pages are devoted solely to the Alaska 

Highway, while the rest covers the Northwest region of Canada and major routes 

throughout Alaska. Advertisements, in the competition to attract tourists, now 

dominate the glossy pages of The Milepost, and the dissemination of travel 

information has become secondary. On a positive note, the changing nature of The 

Milepost has eliminated racially discriminatory wording in advertisements, such as 

“all white help is employed” ( The Milepost, 1949, p. 11), and other derogatory 

references to the Aboriginal population of the region.

Recognizing the influence of The Milepost in the Alaska Highway region, 

the guidebook’s founder, Bill Wallace (1978), remarked that The Milepost “has 

become part of the unfolding destiny of the vast northwest American and Canadian 

wilderness” (p. 20). Currently, The Milepost serves as the self-proclaimed “bible” of 

northern travel ( The Milepost, 2000, cover) and describes itself as “almost as 

famous as the highway” on The Milepost website (2001, September 28). On The 

Milepost website, travellers have also commented that “[The Milepost] truly became 

our bible”14 (“Reader Notes and Comments,” 2001, September 28). The role of this

The Milepost website publishes traveller comments that are assumed to reflect the intentions of 
this guidebook. Only a few quotations have been used solely for educational purposes.



publication is now to provide exhaustive detail of tourism services and related 

products, and included in The Milepost are mile-by-mile descriptions of the Alaska 

Highway that detail the natural scenery as well as every conceivable landmark along 

the way. Yet also within the pages of this publication are suggestions on “must see” 

accommodations, restaurants, gift shops, tourist attractions, scenic byways, and even 

scenic photo opportunities. While The Milepost does serve the purpose of 

companion guidebook that is undoubtedly helpful to some, and amusing to other 

Alaska Highway travellers, this guidebook is contributing to the heavy 

commercialization of this route, and thus altering the Alaska Highway experience.

Although advertisements have been a component of The Milepost since the 

original 1949 edition, the content and images used in advertisements have changed 

over time. The initial intention of this publication may have been to provide 

information, yet this publication has evolved into the single largest mass marketing 

tool for northern businesses. Admittedly, the growth of business over time is not in 

itself unusual. However this publication is now considered a necessity for tourists 

travelling to northwest Canada and Alaska. A reader of The Milepost echoes this 

widespread sentiment with, “no person should ever drive to Alaska without 

The Milepost” (“Reader Notes and Comments,” 2001, September 28). Given the

huge success of this guidebook, it is thus arguable that the information and images 

that The Milepost projects of northern regions is suggested to have significant 

influence upon community businesses, and thus the landscape, in the vicinity of the 

Alaska Highway.

Image Representation

An examination of image representation in The Milepost reveals a 

clear trend toward RV advertisements and this coincides with the heavy 

commercialization of the Alaska Highway by local communities. Early editions of 

The Milepost included pictorials of wildlife and natural scenery, while images of 

people were relatively limited. For example, a photograph of a lone canoeist on
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Kluane Lake, Yukon, is representative of early images in The Milepost, and gives 

the impression of relative isolation among the vast wilderness of the North 

{The Milepost, 1949, p. 31). Furthermore, a photograph entitled Typical 

Alankan [sic\ Hiway [s/c] Scene is that of a gravel road disappearing around a curve 

towards forest and snow capped mountains {The Milepost, 1949, p. 1), and this 

particular photograph is devoid of people. These early images suggest to the 

potential tourist that to journey the Alaska Highway is a challenge, a rugged 

wilderness experience that will be enjoyed in relative isolation.

Although recent editions of The Milepost do publish numerous photographs 

of natural scenery without people in them, they are the minority. Instead, image 

representation in The Milepost primarily depicts photographs that include vehicles, 

primarily RV’s, and numerous other evidence of mass tourism. Noteworthy 

examples include the first page of the Alaska Highway section that has two 

photographs in which RV’s are in the foreground {The Milepost, 1999, p. 83). In the 

same edition of this publication is a photograph showing three RV’s at the entrance 

signpost to the Yukon {The Milepost, 1999, p. 122). Indeed, these images of RV’s 

now appear to be representative of the Alaska Highway experience.

A comparison of cover design between the 1949 and the 2000 edition of 

The Milepost also reveals the shift in focus of this publication. The cover of the 

1949 edition is a colour illustration depicting a scene similar to the one described 

above in Typical Alankan [s/c] Hiway [s/c] Scene, with the added profile of a 

solitary moose. In contrast, the cover of the 2000 edition of The Milepost has a full- 

size colour photograph of three RV’s against a mountainous backdrop. Also of 

interest are the inside covers of The Milepost (1999, 2000) which both display full- 

size advertisements from the Yukon Government depicting a couple outside their 

RV at Mile 915 of the Alaska Highway. The slogan of the Yukon Government 

advertisement reads “What willyow see in the Yukon?” {The Milepost, 1999, inside 

cover), and ironically the answer might very well be, thousands of other RV’s. Also
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of note in this Yukon Government advertisement is smaller text enticing the tourist 

to be “surrounded by the beauty of today,” which clearly includes RV’s.

However, RV representation has been included in Milepost since the 

1949 edition, in which, described under the log for Mile 2 of the Alaska Highway, 

is a business that provides “good parking grounds for house trailers” (The Milepost, 

1949, p. 14). Yet, what may have been a small and fairly innocent reference to RV 

tourists in 1949 is now a deliberate marketing strategy to attract an increasing 

number of RV tourists to travel the Alaska Highway. In addition to photographs 

showing RV’s on stretches of the Alaska Highway, advertisements of extensive 

gravel parking lots with individual electrical hook-ups abound, inviting the RV 

tourist from within the pages of The Milepost to stay in the numerous towns that dot 

the Alaska Highway.

These visual RV advertisements in The Milepost dominate the pages in the 

Alaska Highway section. Primarily placed by small community businesses, these 

advertisements offer special services and amenities to RV’s, such as free sewage 

dumps, free ice, free hot showers, free RV washing stations, free Internet hook-ups, 

and free electrical hook-ups for RV tourists who overnight in their establishments 

(The Milepost, 2000). Thus, numerous establishments with advertisements 

throughout The Milepost are competing among themselves for RV business, striving 

to provide unique and improved services in what are otherwise extremely barren and 

homogenous RV parks. In addition to offering an abundance of free services, many 

RV parks feature easy full length RV pull-throughs, designed to accommodate 

exceptionally lengthy RV’s. The end result of this campaign to attract RV tourists is 

an abundance of treeless lots adorned with countless signs and billboards, upon 

which rows of RV’s, some as large as coach buses, park.

Relevance to Alaska Highway Communities

This advertisement campaign to attract RV tourists may have significant 

ramifications for the local character, physical landscape, and the long-term success
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of the tourism industry in Alaska Highway communities that choose to cater to this 

form of tourism. The long-term uniqueness of communities, such as Haines Junction 

at historic mile 1016 and Fort Nelson at historic mile 300 may be vulnerable due to 

forces of commercialization and the perceived economic advantages in catering to 

the droves of RV tourists that travel the Alaska Highway. While the issue of 

homogenous landscapes is discussed at greater length in the following chapter, the 

participation of The Milepost in these processes is noted here.

Originating in the fur trade, Fort Nelson has a history dating to 1805, when 

the town was established by the North West Fur Trading Company. The original 

location of Fort Nelson has changed numerous times, yet the town of Fort Nelson 

has persisted. Although Fort Nelson is situated on the Alaska Highway, between the 

towns of Fort St. John and Watson Lake, D’Amore (1983) discusses how Fort 

Nelson had not, at the time of his study, experienced the economic benefits of being 

situated on the Alaska Highway. Although tourists stopped for necessities, Fort 

Nelson lacked tourist services, attractions, and activities to keep tourists in their 

community. While Fort Nelson was a major stopping point for Alaska Highway 

travellers, especially RV tourists seeking gas or other supplies, they previously did 

not stay in Fort Nelson longer than a few hours (D’Amore, 1983, p. 152).

Currently, Fort Nelson runs an exerted advertisement campaign in The 

Milepost that is aimed at large scale tourism. Large, colour advertisements such as 

Husky 5th Wheel RV Park, Westend RV Campground and a town advertisement 

extolling the virtues of Fort Nelson appear in The Milepost (2000). Interestingly, the 

Fort Nelson town advertisement currently lists a theatre, museum, golf course, 

swimming pool, bowling alley, ecotourism activities, and even an “industrial tour” 

as among the town’s tourist activities ( The Milepost, 2000, p. 109). It seems 

apparent that Fort Nelson has made a concerted effort to attract tourism business. 

However, the images portrayed of Fort Nelson in The Milepost appear no different 

from the tourism images of other Alaska Highway towns. In particular, the two
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advertisements of RV parks that show dozens of RV’s, tightly spaced on vast gravel 

lots, are repeated by numerous other Alaska Highway towns, including Haines 

Junction (The Milepost, 2000, p. 108, 110).

The town of Haines Junction was developed in the initial building phase of 

the Alaska Highway, beginning in 1942. As Haines Junction now serves as the 

gateway to Kluane National Park, as well as the junction for Haines Road to the 

south and Fairbanks to the northwest, this town is an extremely important service 

centre on the Alaska Highway. Yet, as Kluane National Park does not provide 

electrical hook-ups or other services geared towards RV travellers, the only options 

for RV accommodations in Haines Junction are in privately run businesses. 

Recognizing the economic potential of tourism, several RV parks have now been 

established in the Haines Junction area, including Kluane RV Kampground and 

North Country RV Park ( The Milepost, 2000). Similar to Fort Nelson, the 

advertisements for these RV parks depict rows of full size RV’s on gravel lots and 

also offer various free, or reduced-fee services for RV tourists. Ironically, the 

advertisement for Kluane RV Kampground is a full page colour advertisement with 

the words “worth waiting for,” yet this facility appears no different from any of the 

other dozens of RV parks displayed throughout The Milepost, and even juxtaposes 

RV’s against the mountain range of Kluane National Park, where rows of RV’s are 

all facing the distant trees and mountains (The Milepost, 2000, p. 167).

The RV park advertisements of both Fort Nelson and Haines Junction follow 

the format of other Alaska Highway RV advertisements, with promises of free 

vehicle wash, laundry facilities, sewage dump stations, playgrounds, and often cable 

TV. As previously noted, these services are evidence of the competitive nature of 

RV tourism along the Alaska Highway, yet are also highly indicative of the 

homogenization that is occurring in these Alaska Highway communities. However, 

the short-term economic profits to be realized by these communities may mask any 

long-term consequences that mass RV tourism may bring. In catering to RV tourists,
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these towns may unwittingly deter other tourists, who find the caravans of RV’s 

unsightly, noisy, polluting, and increasingly intrusive.

Yet it appears that the extensive advertisements towards RV tourism in 

The Milepost create such a sense of competition among Alaska Highway 

communities, that the majority are choosing to accommodate RV’s. Although the 

towns of Fort Nelson and Haines Junction currently have several RV parks each, 

they have begun a process towards mass RV tourism that may be irreversible. 

Similar to Fort Nelson and Haines Junction, the majority of Alaska Highway towns, 

including Dawson Creek, Fort St. John, Watson Lake, Whitehorse, Beaver Creek, 

and Tok are also catering extensively to mass RV tourism. However, the effects of 

RV tourism on local landscapes are bound to be more noticeable in smaller highway 

communities. The Alaska Highway town of Tok, Alaska is perhaps the most 

noteworthy example of the effects of mass tourism on the landscape, as this town is 

now completely dominated by commercial and homogenous tourism infrastructure.

Arguably, RV tourism is also permanently altering the definition of 

camping, as the RV replaces the tent, and the gravel parking lots replace the natural 

areas along the Alaska Highway. Indeed, RV parks appear to be changing the core 

nature of camping and campground facilities. Where once the word “camping” 

meant tent camping, camping now seems to mean RV-style camping. Indeed, 

facilities that accommodate tent camping are fewer in number. In those 

establishments that do allow tent camping, the proportion of space for tent campers 

is marginal. These trends are exhibited on the Alaska Highway, where the 

predominance of camping facilities are geared towards RV travellers. Ironically, as 

the word camping takes on new meanings, so does the word “park.” Park, as in a 

place, previously referred to a recreational area, or a natural area set aside for leisure 

activity. In RV parks, however, green space and natural vegetation are noticeably 

lacking, instead, park literally means to park the vehicle, as in a “parking” lot. Thus, 

former natural parks are increasingly becoming merely tightly spaced, parking lots.
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I am not calling into question the existence of natural areas in regions 

surrounding the Alaska Highway corridor, nor the cultural uniqueness and integrity 

in Alaska Highway communities, yet does pose serious doubt as to the long-term 

ecological, and thus socio-economic viability of these same regions, given the 

current trend towards mass RV tourism, related products and services, and tourism 

infrastructure. As The Milepost is clearly playing a significant role in 

commercializing the Alaska Highway, it is thus of importance to explore how this 

publication further manipulates the authenticity and experience of this journey.

The Role o f  the Guidebook

To enhance that spirit of adventure common to all who visit 

the north, it is necessary (emphasis added) to know the 

names of the rivers, lakes and glaciers and the 

elevations of the towering mountain crests

( The Milepost, 1949, Foreword)

The above quotation sheds insight into perceived contradictions that have 

become widespread throughout The Milepost and related tourism publications. In 

this particular instance, it seems ironic that in order for wilderness to be validated, 

wilderness places must first be quantified and the names known to each and every 

traveller. Indeed, for the experience to even be considered genuine, The Milepost 

has deemed it necessary to move beyond the mere visual and place nature into 

distinct categories. This evidence of experience can then be conveyed repeatedly to 

those who have not experienced the Alaska Highway themselves. In addition, it 

seems contradictory that the “spirit of adventure” is to be “enhanced” by the details 

provided within The Milepost, when the word “adventure” would more likely 

conjure images of personal discovery and challenge.

Traveller profiles of Alaska Highway tourists, conducted by the 

The Milepost, reveal that 48% of their clientele are between the ages of 55-64 and 

the majority (64%) are travelling in pairs (“2000 Reader Survey,” 2001, September
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28). Marketing strategies appear to take this profile into account. Information posted 

on The Milepost website stress the necessity, and even safety, of travelling via this

guidebook. Selected comments by travellers exude gratitude towards The Milepost 

for removing the unknown from their vacation, while businesses express gratitude 

for markedly increasing their revenues. Ironically, one reader comment posted on 

The Milepost website suggests that The Milepost removes danger, while 

simultaneously increasing the adventure of the Alaska Highway (“Traveller 

Profile,” 2001, September 28). In addition, several comments stress the absolute 

necessity of travelling with The Milepost, preferably with an edition published 

within the last two years. Noting that change in businesses and services along the 

Alaska Highway is inevitable, as they are elsewhere, to make oneself appear 

indispensable is also a clearly defined, yet transparent marketing strategy.

As The Milepost details the Alaska Highway for the tourist, it effectively 

reduces the complexity of choices, thus simplifying this tourist route and removing 

many of the surprises. In essence, The Milepost shrouds the Alaska Highway with 

expected and group homogenous experiences, providing only a narrow and 

subjective interpretation of this corridor. Examples of The Milepost decreasing the 

individuality and spontaneity of touring the Alaska Highway are in the explicit 

directions that are given for scenic places, where the tourist is suggested to take 

photographs of selected scenery. The first entry of the original edition of 

The Milepost that recommends a “photo opportunity” to the traveller is located at 

Mile 159 ( The Milepost, 1949, p. 16). Recent examples of these suggested photo 

opportunities include “nice spot for photos,” and “scenic viewpoint” ( Milepost, 

2000, p. 116, 134). These directions not only instruct willing tourists in what is 

considered spectacular scenery, but hypothetically produce an abundance of nearly 

identical post card images in thousands of souvenir photo books. While this type of 

instruction may seem relatively harmless, it points to the lack of individuality,



spontaneity, and uniqueness that has become inherent in both Milepost and in 

the nature of the Alaska Highway vacation.

The Milepost has further quantified the Alaska Highway with descriptions of 

other information that it deems important. While historical and cultural information 

is undoubtedly of interest, this early established road log format set the stage for a 

plethora of subsequent editions of The Milepost that have since fragmented the 

Alaska Highway on a mile by mile basis. These accounts include repetitive 

descriptions of various landmarks on the Alaska Highway, that one only has to be 

mildly observant to notice. A sequential example of this information includes: “DC 

182.8...large gravel turnout to west with dumpster, DC 199.1...large gravel turnout 

with litter barrels, DC 202.5...turnout with dumpster at north end of Trutch 

Mountain bypass15 ( The Milepost, 1999, p. 106). While The Milepost may find this 

information pertinent, it is incomprehensible that the average tourist would need to 

be aware of three garbage containers in the same twenty mile stretch of highway.

As The Milepost literally describes the Alaska Highway on a mile-by-mile 

basis, it is arguable that, contrary to popular opinion, the reading of this guidebook 

does not enhance the traveller’s experience of this journey, but may indeed detract 

from the traveller’s natural senses and reactions to the journey as the Alaska 

Highway unfolds. For if we are handheld throughout our journey, informed of 

everything that is to come in a neat and orderly fashion, and are instructed on what 

activities are worth pursuing and what scenic vistas are worth our attention 

(and our film), are we not predestined to participate in a mass, homogenous 

experience? Given the current level of development and availability of services on 

the Alaska Highway, travelling via The Milepost, or any other guidebook, is no 

longer necessary. Yet this guidebook remains quintessential to the mass touristic 

Alaska Highway experience. After pondering the following comment posted on
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The Milepost website, “the next entry isn’t for 20 MILES!, Boy, there really isn’t 

anything!” (“Reader Notes and Comments,” 2001, September 28), one is left with 

the distinct and unsettling impression that raw Alaska Highway scenery means little 

unless The Milepost declares it significant.

The Milepost Tourist

Although the intention of the journey along the Alaska Highway may be one 

of individual experience, the reality may be a steady stream of RV tourists with 

identical copies of The Milepost in hand. This caravan16 of RV tourists can be 

compared to a journey or pilgrimage, which Graburn (1989, p. 31) attests stems 

from the alienation of western society from the environment. The annual vacation 

thus becomes a journey, a “rite of passage” seeking excitement, self-reliance, 

fulfillment and re-creation (Graburn, 1989, p. 28). In “Tourism: The Semiological 

Realization of Space,” Hughes (1998, p. 25) argues that guidebooks effectively 

reduce the complexity of choices for tourists, and it is arguable that The Milepost 

not only reduces the choices for Alaska Highway tourists, but simultaneously also 

reduces their spontaneity and individual pursuits. An extension of this argument 

might foresee a time in which the tourist is not even required to leave home in order 

to visit the Alaska Highway. This futuristic situation may not seem far fetched, 

given the following comment: “Although I didn’t travel to Alaska (this year), I have 

been there vicariously via The Milepost” (“Reader Notes and Comments,” 2001, 

September 28).

The role of guidebooks has also been shown by Hughes (1998, p. 26) as 

instrumental in forming a narrative that leads the tourist through the journey, similar 

to a storybook plot. According to Hughes, guidebooks often follow a format that 

begins by stimulating the tourist with images, then add historical information that 

leads the tourist to present day. This “arrival” in present day symbolizes the end of
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the holiday. This pattern can be seen throughout Milepost, which uses these 

devices, effectively hand holding the tourist from the beginning to the end of the 

Alaska Highway, which are both clearly marked, in The Milepost and in Dawson 

Creek and Delta Junction with historical plaques, as opposite endpoints of this 

journey. Following the above lines of thought, as The Milepost is detracting from 

the experience of the Alaska Highway as being a unique and adventuresome route, 

the authenticity of travelling the Alaska Highway is questioned. Where once tourists 

travelled a rugged route with a basic guidebook, they now cruise in a tourist bubble, 

surrounded by familiar amenities, and dependent upon instructions from within 

The Milepost. MacCannel (1976, p. 600) argues extensively that tourists seek 

authentic experiences, yet evidence from within the pages of The Milepost reveals 

quite the opposite. Tourism images and advertisements in The Milepost distinctly 

portray contrived settings and activities, whether in RV parks brimming with 

services and amenities or in scenic photo opportunities. Yet these RV tourists seem 

quite willing to accept these experiences, and even demand them.

RV tourists along the Alaska Highway may indeed be the “incipient mass” 

tourists described by Smith (1977, p. 12). While the search for excitement and 

adventure is suggested in the names of many RV models,17 including Frontier, 

Wilderness, Adventure, Dreamer, Kountry Star and Warrior, the reality may be 

closer to this RV name: Komfort. In addition to expecting familiar services as they 

travel, RV tourists also bring superfluous amenities with them. These amenities 

include various items within the RV’s themselves, including microwaves, 

televisions, and VCR’s. Thus the modem RV is not merely a method of travel, but 

an extension of the home environment. Interestingly, Grabum (1989) refers to 

tourists who carry their home environment with them as “tourism of the timid”
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(p. 35). However, RV tourists now increasingly demand these same amenities in the 

host destinations, including such services as electricity, cable television, Internet 

service, and vehicle washing stations. This tendency towards control over all aspects 

of a vacation, are similar to other forms of mass tourism that, according to Ritzer 

and Liska (1997, p. 101), symbolize the homogenization of tourism, and 

subsequently the homogenization of its host destinations.

RV tourism along the Alaska Highway appears to be transforming itself, and 

the local landscape, into what Ritzer and Liska (1997) assert is the McDisneyization 

of tourism (p. 97). This postmodern theory postulates that tourists are increasingly 

seeking efficient, calculable, predictable tourist experiences that are dominated by 

controlling non-human technologies. The combination of increasing numbers of RV 

tourists, RV parks, and the popularity of The Milepost arguably follow these criteria. 

As The Milepost instructs the tourist on every detail including accommodations, 

restaurants, scenic views, photo opportunities, and litter barrels, the Alaska 

Highway effectively becomes devoid of surprises, and aside from weather patterns 

and wildlife, is theoretically efficient and predictable. Although the 

McDisneyization theory by Ritzer and Liska (1997, p. 97) equates mass tourism to 

extensions of theme parks, it is conceivable that the Alaska Highway could 

eventually fall into this realm, given the dominance of tourism infrastructure in 

Alaska Highway towns such as Tok, and the simulacra tourism trend previously 

noted in adjacent Dawson City, Yukon, and Skagway, Alaska.

Yet despite any of the above patterns, numerous Alaska Highway 

communities seem to be willing participants in RV tourism, as they are actively 

increasing the services and commodities aimed at RV tourism consumption. In 

accordance with Nash (1989, p. 46), tourism along the Alaska Highway is fulfilling 

the inequitable relationship between hosts and guests. Although tourists might 

consider adapting to the character and local restraints of destination communities, 

increasingly this is rarely the case. Instead, as predicted by Nash (1989, p. 46) and
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as demonstrated throughout The Milepost, the onus is on the host community to alter 

itself in order to attract and accommodate tourism demands. In this process 

however, Alaska Highway communities are vulnerable to becoming the tourist 

culture envisioned by Nunez and Lett (1989, p. 266). As RV tourism is primarily a 

third quarter seasonal phenomenon, there is the potential for RV tourism to 

contribute to boom and bust cycles in already vulnerable northern economies. The 

advertisement campaign directed towards RV tourism in The Milepost raises 

questions towards equitable distribution of benefits stemming from this mass 

tourism industry. While a few businesses benefit directly from RV tourism, and 

others indirectly through economic multipliers, the aesthetic and physical burdens 

are felt by the entire community. Also, as noted by Ringer

(1998), tourism has the ability to destroy the physical landscape and thus the local 

economy of communities that transform themselves into “destinations” and “tourist 

culture” (p. 1).

Examples of landscape change in the North, due to tourism, abound and can 

be seen, as noted earlier, in the region of Denali National Park, Alaska, where the 

local communities have drastically altered the physical landscape in a blatant effort 

to attract business from RV tourists. It is arguable that Alaska Highway 

communities are following these same trends, at a substantial loss to community 

uniqueness and landscape aesthetics. In particular, as Haines Junction is located at 

the entrance to Kluane National Park, it is especially vulnerable to the forces of 

mass commercialization that has already occurred in communities near Denali 

National Park.

As tourism destinations are largely dependent upon their projected images, it 

seems counter intuitive that Alaska Highway communities would choose to publish 

images in The Milepost that are not only repetitive, but homogenous and 

commercialized. Ringer (1998, p. 4) argues that uniqueness is vital to communities 

themselves, whose self-identity is often rooted in feelings of distinction from others.
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However, this pride in distinction is notably lacking in the advertisements 

throughout The Milepost. Instead, the images throughout The Milepost blatantly

contradict the myths noted above and depict the Alaska Highway as just another 

mass tourism destination. Tourism studies have primarily placed the blame for 

cultural change on the tourists themselves, yet Nash (1989, p. 51) notes that tourism 

is, in fact, often shaped by internal forces. As demonstrated throughout 

The Milepost, Alaska Highway communities are participating in the process of 

change, and credit for the droves of RV’s along the Alaska Highway must be 

shared.

In addition to landscape change, the mass influx of RV tourists into 

recreational parks and privately run campgrounds along the Alaska Highway may 

be placing an increasing strain on already fragile ecosystems and limited local 

services, such as waste treatment facilities, as cautioned by Johnston and Madunic 

(1995, p. 88). The growth of specific tourism markets in northern regions and the 

implications for the Arctic environment and small communities have also been 

addressed by Marsh and Staple (1995). Although their work specifically references 

Arctic cruise ship tourism, the underlying theme of environmental carrying capacity, 

and ecological thresholds to wastes apply equally to RV tourism.

Conclusion

Tourism along the Alaska Highway appears to be a mixed blessing for 

northern communities situated on this route. As RV tourism has become a form of 

mass tourism, Alaska Highway communities are at a critical crossroads and must 

make important decisions regarding long-term tourism planning. The numbers of 

RV tourists, both real and in the pages of The Milepost, are so numerous that a 

blurring of individual tourist identity has already occurred. However, given the 

current advertisement trend in The Milepost, the unique identities of Alaska 

Highway communities are also becoming blurred. The Alaska Highway is becoming 

commercialized, and the former image of this region as a challenging adventure
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through a wilderness region is becoming lost. The image representation of the 

Alaska Highway in The Milepost along with the tedious detailing of this highway 

are undoubtedly contributing to this process. Given the popularity of The Milepost 

among both Alaska Highway tourists and community advertisers, it seems pertinent 

that community planners address these issues. In order for tourism to be a long

term, positive force in Alaska Highway communities, balanced tourism planning 

should be based upon individual community character, needs and goals, and not 

upon commercial, mass tourism trends.

91



Chapter Four

The Alaska Highway: Modern Tourism and the Importance o f Landscape

While The Milepost participates in the homogenization of Alaska Highway 

tourism, through extensive advertisements and repetitive images, an examination of 

the Alaska Highway landscape, with particular emphasis on tourism infrastructure 

will demonstrate these trends in the physical Alaska Highway landscape. 

Descriptions, including slides and photographs of the Alaska Highway built 

landscape, aid in the illustration of the tourism industry. However, the Alaska 

Highway is not addressed in a sequential, or linear guidebook fashion, rather, the 

tourism landscape of individual communities and particular locations situated on the 

Alaska Highway are highlighted in order to illustrate trends, differences, and 

particular phenomena in Alaska Highway tourism.

The tourism processes occurring on the Alaska Highway are not merely 

theoretical, nor isolated phenomena, but have significant implications for the 

physical Alaska Highway landscape. Tourism infrastructure and related objects, 

such as billboards and other signs are abundant on the Alaska Highway landscape 

and, in places, overwhelm natural scenery. The direction of the Alaska Highway 

landscape, shaped by tourism forces, is demonstrating commercial and homogenous 

trends. While the tourism industry is becoming homogenous, the Alaska Highway 

communities themselves are losing distinction, as their local landscapes become 

increasingly blurred.

Prior to a discussion of the Alaska Highway tourism landscape, it is 

instrumental to mention a few general patterns that were observed at the time of 

field research. Noteworthy during the field component of this study, undertaken in 

May and early June 2001, was the predominance of tourist facilities that were still 

closed for the season. This late, third quarter start to the Alaska Highway tourism 

season is evidence of the extremely short time frame in which the Alaska Highway
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tourism industry operates. It is also noteworthy to mention that the overwhelming 

majority of Alaska Highway traffic was northbound and exhibited predominantly 

American license plates. Southbound traffic was fairly sparse and primarily 

consisted of transport trucks, as well as Alaska and Yukon license plates. 

Furthermore, road conditions on the American side of the Alaska Highway were 

substantially better than on the Canadian side of the highway. In general, American 

infrastructure, including repeat vehicle services, motels, RV parks, gift shops, 

consumer outlets, restaurants, and other businesses were both more frequent and of 

a larger scale, than those on the Canadian side of the Alaska Highway.

The Alaska Highway Tourism Landscape

Among the Alaska Highway communities that have chosen tourism as a 

focus industry, the Alaska town of Tok is perhaps the most blatant in displaying the 

tourism industry in the landscape. Indeed, the visual landscape of Tok is completely 

dominated by tourism infrastructure. As such, Tok literally appears on the Alaska 

Highway as a strip of tourism billboards, advertisements, signs, and other related 

businesses (see Figure 1, Figure 2). Aimed primarily at RV tourists, these signs 

promote various tourism amenities, products and services, including Alaskan gifts 

and crafts, souvenirs, salmon bakes, and numerous RV parks. Tok also boasts a 

factory outlet for souvenirs that capitalizes on the stereotyped images of Alaska and 

the Alaska Highway, a trend noted previously as helping to perpetuate the 

mythology of this route.

In addition, the signs throughout Tok are characterized by extremely large 

size and lettering, thus making tourism advertisements visually overwhelming 

(see Figure 3). The nature of Tok tourism signs, including the advertisements for 

free items, combined with the sheer number of tourism related products and services 

suggest a heightened climate of competition among Tok tourism operators. In 

accordance with Alaska Highway tourism trends, demonstrated throughout the 

critique of RV tourism and The Milepost, Tok tourism facilities lean heavily
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towards the RV sector (see Figure 4). Also, as shown in Figure 5, the RV parks in 

Tok are large, barren lots with rows of nearly identical RV’s, thus it appears a 

blurring of individual tourism businesses has occurred. Perhaps this trend towards 

homogeneity has contributed to the competitive nature in Tok tourism signs, as 

individual tourism operators compete via the size, colour, and free offers in their 

advertisements.

In addition to competition within Alaska Highway communities, tourism 

operators also compete for business with other highway communities, a trend also 

observed in The Milepost. As an example, Tok appears to be in direct competition 

with Beaver Creek, as both communities function as Alaska/Yukon, as well as 

American/Canadian border towns. As such, Beaver Creek appears to have a highly 

visible stake in the Alaska Highway tourism industry and shares similarities in the 

built landscape with Tok, Alaska. However, the tourism advertisements in Beaver 

Creek are less visually dominant than the tourism advertisements in Tok. However, 

the numerous RV parks fit the description of RV parks noted above in Tok, and will 

be demonstrated shortly to be representative of RV parks along the entire Alaska 

Highway. Large, gravel, and treeless, these establishments have rows of electrical 

posts that stand, reminiscent of hitching posts, waiting for RV’s to hook-up 

(see Figure 6). Among the most highly visible tourism facility in Beaver Creek is 

the Westmark RV Park, a foreign owned operation that occupies a large hotel with 

an enormous adjacent RV lot. The foreign ownership of the Westmark RV Park is 

noteworthy, as outside ownership of tourism establishments is a significant issue of 

concern for northern communities.

While their northern location is a contributing factor to high prices, 

businesses in Tok and Beaver Creek appear to be engaging in a form of price 

gouging. The location and function of these two towns as gateway and border 

communities is suggested to be a factor in this phenomenon, as this trend was not 

observed elsewhere on the Alaska Highway to nearly the same degree. However,
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while extremely high prices for items such as fuel, groceries, and liquor may be 

strategically targeted at transient tourists with little choice, they inevitably also 

affect the pocketbooks of local residents. Thus, this trend coincides with the 

assertion that the entire community pays the larger social cost for having tourists in 

their midst.

Quite similar to Tok and Beaver Creek, other Alaska Highway locations are 

also visually dominated by tourism infrastructure, most notably RV facilities. The 

tourism landscape of the ironically titled Kluane Wilderness Village is quite similar 

to that of Tok and Beaver Creek, although of smaller scale. Yet, it is noteworthy that 

Kluane Wilderness Village is not village at all, but merely a multifaceted tourist 

establishment designed to capitalize on Alaska Highway travellers. Sporting large 

gravel RV lots in a treeless, barren environment, this establishment also contains 

several rustic cabins (see Figure 7) and operates tourism facilities on both sides of 

the Alaska Highway. Interestingly, the word “wilderness” in the title of this 

establishment suggests that these tourism operators are quite aware of the popular 

perception of the Alaska Highway as a wilderness road, yet the visual landscape of 

this establishment contradicts this marketing strategy (see Figure 8). Noteworthy in 

Figure 8 is the RV sewage dumping facility, a concern noted previously as 

potentially taxing to local infrastructure and detrimental to local environments. In 

addition, the Kluane Wilderness Village gift shop, similar to other Alaska Highway 

gift shops, sells souvenirs that sport stereotyped images of the Alaska Highway as 

rugged and challenging. These postcards, T-shirts, sweaters, coffee mugs, bumper 

stickers, and other various items are adorned with Alaska Highway mythology, such 

as the popular “I survived the Alaska Highway” slogan. As noted in Chapter One, 

these products effectively contribute to the nostalgia surrounding Alaska Highway 

mythology, yet also, as noted in Chapter Two, aid in the commoditization of the 

Alaska Highway corridor.

A
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Similar to Beaver Creek and Tok, large-scale tourism is evident in numerous 

Alaska Highway communities, notably Haines Junction, Whitehorse, Watson Lake, 

Fort St. John, and Dawson City. Although there are various tourism establishments, 

the RV facilities in Haines Junction are visually dominant, large-scale operations 

located directly on the Alaska Highway (see Figure 9). Similar to Tok, Haines 

Junction tourism operators also appear to be competing via the large size of their 

advertisements (see Figure 10). Furthermore, in accordance with the majority of 

Alaska Highway RV parks, the RV parks in Whitehorse (see Figure 11) and in 

Watson Lake (Figure 12) are also large, treeless, gravel parking lots. Following the 

development patterns of other Alaska Highway RV establishments, these RV parks 

also have electrical posts and dump stations for raw sewage. As previously noted, 

the above trends will be demonstrated in other Alaska Highway tourism 

establishments. While detailing these patterns may seem boring and repetitive, as 

did taking photographs of them, this is precisely the point. The Alaska Highway is 

becoming homogenous, at the expense of distinction in local community landscapes.

However, aside from RV establishments, Haines Junction has other tourism 

oriented infrastructure. As the gateway to Kluane National Park and Reserve, the 

Haines Junction area is host to the National Park headquarters and related camping 

facilities. This region is known for spectacular sightseeing, and local operators offer 

various expedition services, including helicopter tours of local mountains and 

glaciers, as well as river rafting expeditions and guided hikes. It is noteworthy that 

Haines Junction tourism operators have made a concerted effort to supply services 

to tourists other than RV travellers. Recognizing the potential in ecotourism and 

adventure travel, and stressing their proximity to Kluane National Park and Reserve, 

Haines Junction tourism industry has expanded beyond the RV stereotype of Alaska 

Highway tourism, and is now perhaps the most diverse of the Alaska Highway 

tourism based communities. As Alaska Highway tourism communities become
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increasingly homogenous, this diversity in services may prove crucial to the long

term success of the Haines Junction tourism industry.

In furthering the discussion regarding visually dominant tourism 

infrastructure, Fort St. John, British Columbia, offers an interesting example.

Similar to Tok, Whitehorse, and Watson Lake, the tourism landscape of Fort St.

John leans heavily towards large-scale billboards and RV parks. Indeed, of all the 

RV parks observed on the Alaska Highway, those in Fort St. John were the largest 

and the most visual unappealing to this touristic eye. For example, the Rotary Club 

RV Park, surrounded by a chain link fence and topped with barbed wire, is situated 

on a dirt and gravel lot (see Figure 13). Furthermore, on the opposite side of Fort St. 

John, is Pete’s RV Park, an absolutely enormous, fenced-in and crowded tourism 

facility located directly on the Alaska Highway (see Figure 14). As billboards and 

RV parks dot the landscape on both sides of Fort St. John, this community appears 

book-ended by large-scale RV tourism infrastructure.

The trend towards multiple signs in Alaska Highway tourism is worthy of 

exploration. In particular, although mythologized as an adventurous, hardship, and 

wilderness route, numerous establishments are adorned with a plethora of 

instructions and signs that literally overwhelm the physical landscape. Signs that 

beckon tourists with promises of free services (see Figure 15), and signs that instruct 

the tourists on services, products, and appropriate behaviour are numerous. For 

example, in Kluane RV Kampground, Haines Junction, various signs outline the 

“rules” of this establishment (see Figure 16). Similarly, in several Whitehorse area 

RV parks, tourists are instructed and directed with multiple signs (see Figure 17). In 

essence, these rules and various signs add credence to the earlier assertion that RV 

tourism is altering the definition and experience of camping.

In addition to tourism signs within Alaska Highway communities, 

competitive advertising in the tourist industry is visible on the Alaska Highway 

landscape between communities. Billboards, advertisements, and various tourism
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signs are strung along particular sections of the Alaska Highway, and in some areas, 

including the outskirts of Whitehorse and Watson Lake, the density and repetition 

of signs is visually dominant. For example, beginning approximately forty 

kilometres outside of Whitehorse, in both directions, billboards and various 

advertisements appear on the landscape and continue unabated into the Whitehorse 

region (see Figure 18). Noteworthy in these advertisements is the predominance of 

tourism related content.

This trend was also observed on the landscape entering Watson Lake. 

Watson Lake is perhaps the capital of Alaska Highway signs, due to its famous 

tourist attraction, the Sign Post Forest. This tourist attraction is highlighted in 

various Alaska Highway tourism brochures, and in Milepost, as a premiere 

Alaska Highway landmark. RV travellers and other tourists flock to this attraction, 

indeed many add their own signs to the Sign Post Forest, and in doing so leave 

evidence to future travellers that they too are “surviving” this famous route. Also, in 

Watson Lake, the town flagpoles fly both American and Canadian flags, suggesting 

that Watson Lake is either paying tribute to American involvement in the Alaska 

Highway construction, or is critically aware that American tourists dominate Alaska 

Highway tourism.

In addition to signs, symbolic markers are also visible on the Alaska 

Highway landscape and are important tourism landmarks. The endpoints of the 

Alaska Highway, Dawson Creek and Delta Junction, are symbolic to Alaska 

Highway travellers, and landmarks in these communities are perhaps the most 

popular tourism photo opportunities. Dawson Creek, the Official Mile 0 

of the Alaska Highway, celebrates this distinction with an official landmark, as well 

as tourism facilities that highlight Dawson Creek’s role in Alaska Highway history. 

The town sign reads “Welcome to Dawson Creek: Mile 0 of the World Famous 

Alaska Highway” and the street post flags read “Welcome to Dawson Creek: where 

your Adventure begins.” Private tourism establishments on the Alaska Highway are
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also capitalizing on the designation of Dawson Creek as Mile 0, as exemplified by 

Mile 0 RV Park and Mile 0 Pioneer Park, both situated on the Alaska Highway. 

Similarly, Delta Junction, the official end of the Alaska Highway sports a similar 

marker noting its important role in Alaska Highway history.

Aside from RV parks, gift shops, and tourism signs, additional tourism 

features on the Alaska Highway landscape include specialty tourism facilities. In the 

Whitehorse region, a Beringia Museum and a Transportation Museum are situated 

on the Alaska Highway, while the McBride Museum is situated in town. 

Interestingly, the Transportation Museum highlights the Alaska Highway in a 

separate display and features the film Alaska Highway: 1942-1992. Other displays 

include Gold Rush, SS Klondike, and bush pilot memorabilia, as well as a small 

display on First Nations and dog sledding, subject matters also featured at the 

McBride Museum. Watson Lake, noted above as a significant tourist stop, also has 

additional tourism facilities, including a Northern Lights Centre and the Watson 

Lake Alaska Highway Interpretive Centre that has a detailed display on the Alaska 

Highway construction period.

While the Alaska Highway towns of Tok, Beaver Creek, Haines Junction, 

Whitehorse, Watson Lake, Fort St. John, and Dawson Creek, as well as Kluane 

Wilderness Village, have tourism-oriented landscapes, other Alaska Highway 

communities exhibit lesser degrees of tourism development. For example, the 

tourism infrastructure of Burwash Landing and Destruction Bay are small-scale in 

nature, distinctive in character, and did not dominate the visual landscape. 

Importantly, however these communities also participated in the trend to display 

tourism billboards on the Alaska Highway landscape (see Figure 19). Also 

noteworthy in these communities, however, are the gravel lot accommodations 

made available for RV tourists (see Figure 20), evidence that tourism operators of 

all scales cater to this form of Alaska Highway tourism. The lack of large-scale 

tourism development in smaller Alaska Highway towns is suggested to be partially
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due to the assertion by Haigh (1993, 190) that tourism is concentrated in larger, 

nodal centres.

Furthermore, in stark contrast to the majority of Alaska Highway 

communities, Champagne, an Aishihik First Nation community, currently offers no 

tourism facilities. Despite Champagne not actively participating in the tourism 

industry, the erection of a sign at the community burial grounds indicates that 

Champagne has experienced problems with tourists in the past. The sign, which 

begins “This Cemetery is Not a Tourist Attraction” (see Figure 21), is not benign in 

its message, rather it signifies that Champagne has clear boundaries with regards to 

tourists in its midst, and asserts that tourists are not welcome everywhere. The 

existence of this sign suggests that tourists have stopped at this site in the past, 

perhaps even traversing throughout this burial ground or entering the community 

itself, camera in hand. While aware of potential problems, some community 

members have expressed interest in appropriate, locally owned tourism initiatives 

for Champagne (Yukon Government: Tourism Yukon, 1999, p. 1), measures which 

are crucial to the long-term success of northern tourism.

The erection of this sign in Champagne brings up a few interesting issues. 

Tourists have been shown to “know no boundaries” while on their vacations, 

assuming that everywhere, and everyone, is a welcome part of their touristic 

experience. In fact, tourists do not necessarily distinguish between active hosts and 

other community members, instead they often assume that they are welcome by the 

entire community, or region. However, as previously noted, as northern regions 

become more accessible, increased numbers of tourists are seeking to observe and 

participate in Native cultural events. While many Native communities welcome 

tourists into their communities, it is exceedingly difficult for communities who 

choose not to participate in the tourism industry to effectively convey that choice to 

individual tourists, who either are unaware, or unconcerned with community privacy
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issues. Also, as previously discussed, the marketing campaigns of both the public 

and private sector contribute to these issues.

As mentioned above, in the northern section of the Alaska Highway there 

was a wide discrepancy between road conditions in Alaska and those in the Yukon 

and British Columbia. While the Alaska section was smooth pavement similar to 

any highway in the south, the road conditions on the Canadian side of the border 

deteriorated immediately and remained poor for most of the distance to Whitehorse 

(see Figure 22). Canadian road conditions were also horrendous in the northern 

British Columbia section of the Alaska Highway. Although this study provides a 

critique of Alaska Highway mythology as it relates to the modern tourism 

landscape, it is acknowledged that, true to Alaska Highway hardship mythology, the 

road conditions in certain sections of the highway were horrendous. Long stretches 

of gravel road, construction delays, and visibility obscured by dust brought mild 

reminders of road conditions described by early travellers.

Also in keeping with Alaska Highway mythology, travellers at various 

tourist establishments befriended and warned each other about dangerous road 

conditions. For instance, while stopped at Kluane Wilderness Village, one traveller 

gave unsolicited advice, warning of hazardous ruts, potholes, and loose gravel, and 

also voiced concern that he had cracked his axle. Indeed, construction on either side 

of Kluane Wilderness Village did make for a hazardous journey. With no guidance, 

pilot cars, or signs from construction crews, two-way travellers were forced to 

maneuver around each other in a single lane. Also, further evidence of unsafe road 

conditions and the hazards of driving the Canadian northern section of the Alaska 

Highway was shown in the numerous accident cross markings that dotted the 

landscape of the Kluane Sheep Mountain region.

While stretches of poor road conditions and bonding among Alaska 

Highway travellers are reminiscent of Alaska Highway mythology, both the type 

and volume of tourism, in combination with tourism infrastructure, contradict the
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popular perception of this route. The Alaska Highway landscape, as it becomes 

increasingly commercial in nature, is arguably losing distinction. However, as the 

landscape evolves in a commercial direction, it is not just Alaska Highway 

mythology that weakens. Distinction in landscape is a demonstrated motivation 

behind the Alaska Highway tourism industry, yet landscape is also suggested to be 

an important component of individual, community, and regional identity. Thus, the 

significance of landscape and its relevance to the Alaska Highway is worthy of 

further exploration.

Discussion: The Importance o f Landscape

As shown earlier throughout popular literature, travellers along the Alaska 

Highway often have expectations of the Alaska Highway landscape. Yet this 

phenomenon is not limited to the Alaska Highway region. Preconceived images and 

stereotypes of landscapes have also been shown by Heat-Moon (1988) to influence 

travellers in Kansas. Full of myths regarding prairie landscapes, travellers 

throughout the Great Plains have thus been compelled to arm themselves against the 

prairie elements: “The piling of equipment and gumption and will were part of the 

very purpose of their vacations, although I don’t think they realized it” (Heat-Moon, 

1988, p. 9). However, this perseverance in the face of danger, coupled with the 

determination to overcome the elements despite the preconceived hardships, are 

indicative of a search for self-fulfillment. Heat-Moon (1988) ponders that travellers 

to Kansas “subconsciously wished for a genuine American pioneer experience”

(p. 9). Similar statements can also be made about Alaska Highway travellers, as 

frontier and wilderness images are evoked throughout the various mythologies of 

the Alaska Highway and the North. Alaska Highway travellers, as demonstrated by 

their preparations and equipment, also appear to be wishing for particular 

experiences, including those of early pioneer and related lifestyles that are 

associated with hardship and endurance.



To further this argument, as particular landscapes have unique stereotypes, it 

follows that individuals are attracted to certain destinations based on the expectation 

of experience that one hopes to acquire. In this sense then, travellers may seek to fill 

a gap, follow a dream, or perhaps search for answers. Grabum’s assertion that 

tourism is, in actuality, a spiritual quest for individual self-fulfillment and 

enlightenment (1989, p. 22) lends credit to this notion. Quinney (1986) also alludes 

to these concepts in his statement “I travel throughout the country to enter a new 

realm, to change my nature—to become the nature that I am” (p. 22). Alaska 

Highway travellers, armed with mythology, The Milepost, and spare auto parts, are 

also seeking to “survive” this highway. Also armed with preconceptions and pre

formed expectations, Alaska Highway travellers may seek to “re-create,” both in a 

spiritual and leisure sense, yet also may seek to physically re-create the historic 

journeys of those that have travelled the Alaska Highway before them.

The Alaska Highway is a symbolic landscape, and as Meinig (1979) notes, 

symbolic landscapes reflect an “idealized past” (p. 177). These idealized, and often 

romanticized landscapes may represent basic American virtues that have become 

lost or clouded in present day society. One method of retaining these meanings 

however, is in various mythologies. Mythologies of place are deeply rooted and as 

Grant (1998) notes, mythologies may indeed become a type of truth over time 

(p. 29). As the Alaska Highway has a strong American element, both historical and 

in present day, the mythology of the Alaska Highway may actually represent basic 

American virtues for a portion of its travellers. This notion relates to the Alaska 

Highway mythologies presented earlier, yet it also relates to present day pursuits of 

progress and the American Dream.

Built landscapes are dynamic and ever-changing, reflecting trends and 

processes of the people who not only inhabit them, but also of the people that pass 

through them. Interestingly, Meinig (1979) argues that Americans express 

“individualism, status, freedom, love of mobility and change” through the
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automobile, and in fact states that “the highway is the fundamental structural 

element of [the] landscape” (p. 182-183). Thus, in addition to other North American 

highways, the Alaska Highway also represents another powerful force in American 

culture, that of individuality, mobility, and freedom. As Meinig (1979) observes 

throughout America, the automobile has “created its own landscape” (p. 169), 

indeed Meinig comments:

[The automobile] carries us effortlessly to all those amenities and 

services made familiar and profoundly democratic by the nationwide 

uniformity of the McDonalds, Holiday Inns, and a hundred other 

franchise operations. We move along a linear landscape, intensely 

developed strips and open interstate routes, made secure and legible 

by uniform road designs and standardized emblems, (p. 182-183)

Jakle (1985) also argues that automobile tourism has had substantial effects on 

North American landscapes, noting that highways have become standardized and 

“commonplace” (p. 185).

Conquering the land and surviving the wilderness are recurrent themes 

throughout popular North American culture. While the compatibility of Alaska 

Highway tourism developments and wilderness were discussed earlier, this topic 

deserves a brief revisiting in the context of landscape theories. Discussing our 

overwhelming tendency to live in urban environments, modem society exhibits an 

obsession with the natural world, so often termed “wilderness.” Lowenthal (1962) 

terms the current fascination with nature as the “wilderness cult” (p. 19), noting 

mans’ alienation from the environment as its root cause. Evemden (1981) echoes 

these sentiments, noting that “Western man used his Cartesian scissors to cut 

himself adrift from the context of earth” (p. 155). Yet, despite our obsession with 

the wild, we seemingly cannot resist the urge to transform it with the man-made. 

Lowenthal (1968) comments on this transformation of the natural world: “where 

nature lacks such stimuli, man must provide them” (p. 87). Therefore, while we may
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marvel at natural scenery, or participate in nature experiences, we also have deep- 

seated desires to blend the familiar into the strange, thus blurring this “other” we 

call nature. As the Alaska Highway becomes increasingly developed, commodified 

and homogenous, it is essentially following in the footsteps of earlier development 

proponents who sought to overcome the wilderness condition of the landscape.

However, Lowenthal (1962, p. 19) is also insightful in asserting that 

wilderness is not a type of landscape, as commonly thought, but rather a mixture of 

feelings about man and nature. As such then, wilderness is a culturally constructed 

place, in much the same manner as any other culturally constructed place is, such as 

heaven, or Eden. The religious connotations of these latter places is perhaps 

significant, given the spiritual significance that Americans denote upon wilderness 

areas, a phenomenon also noted by Tuan (1975, p. 156) who likens wilderness areas 

to religious objects. Similarly, the intense mythology that has formed around the 

Alaska Highway arguably evokes man and nature feelings for individual travellers, 

who seek their wilderness experiences in an increasingly culturally constructed 

linear corridor.

J. B. Jackson (1960) asks this pertinent question of the Four Comers 

landscape, yet this question can be equally asked of the Alaska Highway landscape: 

“Can anything so indefinable yet so precious as the atmosphere of a place survive 

the sudden impact of thousands of newcomers, millions of dollars invested in 

construction of every kind, and a transformed economy?” (p. 92). While Jackson 

asserts the answer is yes, with regards to Four Corners county, I counter with this 

question: For how long? The Alaska Highway landscape is dynamic and has been in 

the process of continual change for decades. While change in itself is inevitable, and 

not necessarily negative, intangible qualities, such as distinctive character may not 

survive certain changes. Landscape images may outlast reality (Lowenthal 1968,
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p. 61), but particular landscapes, as well as their respective mythologies, are not 

immortal. For as Lowenthal (1968) also notes “we destroy by overemphasis as 

surely as by neglect and vandalism” (p. 87).

The transformation of the built landscape, whether by neglect, vandalism, or 

in the name of progress, appears irreversible. Lowenthal (1968) reflects on the 

effects of billboards:

The signs...are so numerous, prominent, artful and information-laden 

that the conscientious traveler is not so much seeing a landscape as 

reading a book...the scenic experience is not only signposted but 

numbered; to get the most out of a landscape, one is supposed to 

see a prearranged sequence, (p. 87)

This comment, in reference to Virginia’s famous Skyline Drive, is applicable 

elsewhere. Driving westward through South Dakota, the billboard signs of the 

Wall Drug store are so numerous and frequent that the landscape is overwhelmed, 

and the traveller visually assaulted. Wall Drug posts these advertisement signs, 

effectively providing a mile-by-mile countdown to their store. Entering this store, 

however, was the last thing that this particular traveller intended to do, after being 

so annoyed at the visual appropriation and disruption of the South Dakota 

landscape. Zelinsky (1988, p. 9,10) attributes the plethora of signs in the American 

landscape as evidence of competition both in, and between communities, and these 

processes have been demonstrated by the repetitive billboard trend clearly visibly on 

the Alaska Highway.

Landscapes are increasingly man-made, and ironically Saint-Exupery terms 

these processes a “dehumanization of lives and landscapes” (qtd. in Bunkse, 1974, 

p. 97). While the above statements reflect predominantly on landscapes of the south, 

driving these landscape changes are commercial interests that are suggested to now 

dominate northern regions. However, as private commercial interests dominate local 

landscapes, in the form of signs, billboards, and infrastructure, they effectively
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transform these places in the process. Lowenthal (1968) argues that landscapes are 

“formed by landscape tastes” (p. 61), yet it does appear, as noted above, that 

commercial interests and tastes are reflected in the landscape, and not necessarily 

the preferences of the broader community. The current trend towards flooding the 

landscape with billboards literally bombard the traveller with information. The 

appropriation of the visual landscape, often termed loosely as scenery or viewscape, 

by private interests, raises issues of equity. While several private businesses may 

benefit from erecting billboards along public roadways, it is the broader community, 

as well as transient travellers, who are forced to participate in this visual display. 

Zelinsky (1988) notes these trends in landscape billboards, commenting that it 

becomes “impossible to look away” (p. 1). It is instrumental to note here that the 

dominance of the Alaska Highway business community over other community 

needs was addressed previously in Chapter Two, and adheres to the concerns of 

Butler (1993, p. 225) that the benefits and costs of tourism are not shared equally in 

tourism communities.

Zelinsky’s analysis of town signs also notes that places literally sell 

themselves as a commodity, and perpetuate certain images of themselves through 

such medium as the welcoming sign (1988, p. 1). Welcoming signs also have other 

purposes besides marketing. The need to distinguish one’s town from all others, is, 

according to Zelinsky (1988, p. 1) a powerful urge. Thus the tendency for 

welcoming signs to promote unique town features; each town claiming to be the 

first, largest, or best in a particular area. Alaska Highway communities also exhibit 

this trend towards welcoming signs and slogans, as they attempt to distinguish 

themselves from other Alaska Highway communities. Examples include Haines 

Junction, “The Junction” and “Gateway to Kluane National Park”; Fort Nelson, 

“Resource-full”; Fort St. John, “The Energetic City; and Watson Lake,

“Yukon’s Gateway.” Pride in distinction is also addressed by tourism researcher 

Ringer (1998, p. 4), who asserts that distinction is vital to a community’s sense of
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identity and sense of place. As North American landscapes become more 

homogenous in nature, perhaps the function of the welcoming sign will take on a 

heightened importance.

The trend towards homogenization of the landscape may have serious 

repercussions for community and regional identity. Catton (1990) ponders that 

“there is of course an aesthetic loss in the homogenization of landscapes” (p. 143), 

yet others attribute even deeper meanings to this loss of distinction. Zelinsky (1988) 

refers to the homogenization of landscapes as a “flattening of place-to-place 

differences” and argues that the homogenization of landscapes “can bring about an 

identity crisis...an affliction we might call placelessness” (p. 9). Zelinsky further 

ponders these issues:

What can the community do when the juggernaut of uniformity 

seems to be pulverizing all resistance? How can it escape the curse 

of blandness and geographical anonymity? How can it maintain 

community morale, that sense of worthiness and particularity 

that makes our collective existence worth living? (p. 9)

While this statement may seem bleak towards the prospects for retaining community 

uniqueness, I assert that a public awareness of present community trends, including 

knowledge of both positive and negative changes associated with particular 

development sectors, coupled with a common desire to retain community identity 

are essential elements that can combat the forces of homogenization and 

commercialism.

The landscape includes all that surrounds us, however the built component 

offers some reflection into both the individual and the aggregate society. Lewis 

(1979) argues that built landscapes are “our unwitting autobiography” (p. 12) and 

therefore “provides strong evidence of the kind of people we are, and were, and are 

in the process of becoming” (15). This latter point is perhaps the most pertinent to 

this Alaska Highway study. We are aware of the historical context and significance

108



of the Alaska Highway, including the many social and physical changes that this 

route has brought to the northwest and its populations. We know what the Alaska 

Highway landscape was, both before and after 1942. Yet what is the Alaska 

Highway in the process of becoming? It is, with the aid of history and hindsight, 

fairly easy to see past trends, however it is much more difficult to assess future 

scenarios based on present trends and processes. Regardless, what we do know is 

that tourism, as a dynamic cultural force, is capable of contributing to irreversible 

changes to local cultures, communities, and physical landscapes.

Lewis notes that landscape change mirrors cultural change (1979, p. 15).

The Alaska Highway landscape, as it becomes increasingly commercialized and 

homogenous, is thus indicative of larger societal trends that are occurring on a 

continuum of scales, from the individual, to the community, region, and nation. In 

addition, Saint-Exupery strongly claims that “we are in this modem age spoon-fed 

with a ready-made, standardized culture as one feeds hay to cattle. That is what man 

is today” (qtd. in Bunkse, 1974, p. 102). As mass culture is clearly visible on the 

landscape throughout the southern portions of North America, it was perhaps 

inevitable that these trends enter northern regions. As the processes of cultural 

change are reflected more and more in our everyday landscape, perhaps our widely 

help perceptions, myths, and images of former landscapes will become more 

precious, yet also more fragile with time. While ideals, illusions, and myths may 

appear more attractive, they may dissolve as the gulf between myth and reality 

becomes irreconcilable.

Lowenthal (1962, p. 22) argues that residents are often caught up in simple 

day to day functioning, therefore they fail to see local landscapes as they actually 

appear. Furthermore, he asserts that residents are “anesthetized against their 

surroundings, they spare themselves pain” (1962, p. 22). Thus, in reference to the 

visual form of local landscapes, aesthetic appeal is overridden by functional 

significance. Orians (1986, p. 18) echoes these sentiments, noting that aesthetics are
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linked to values and to function. However, it is evident from debate within Alaska 

Highway communities that not all Alaska Highway residents are “anesthetized” 

against their local landscapes, nor against the effects of the tourism industry on local 

communities.

Catton (1997) refers to the homogenous development that is occurring on the 

Alaska Highway, noting specifically that the Alaska Highway was intended to be 

“orderly, controlled communities designed especially for the tourist business 

flowing through them” (p. 146). In reference to the experience of travelling the 

Alaska Highway, Catton (1997) also comments that these developments “sought to 

make Alaskan travel comfortable where it had been rough, routine where it had been 

unpredictable” (p. 146). As demonstrated previously, The Milepost contributes to 

these processes.

Cohen (1988, p. 383) argues that tourism is a form of play, therefore it is 

arguable that it requires an element of make-believe. Perhaps this is part of the 

explanation for the tourism boom in Dawson City and Skagway. However, 

regardless of the level of fantasy involved for Alaska Highway tourists, the current 

reality on the Alaska Highway landscape should not be dismissed as trivial. While 

commodified tourism products can be readily sold, the experience of travelling the 

Alaska Highway is an intangible product for the tourism industry, one that cannot be 

packaged in the conventional sense. The Alaska Highway tourism industry is highly 

volatile, and the numbers of tourists along the Alaska Highway cannot be predicted 

from one year to the next. Noting the interdependence of Alaska Highway tourism 

with its public image and preconceptions, the above factors combine to make the 

Alaska Highway tourism industry highly vulnerable to external fluctuations and 

tourism whims.

Furthermore, landscapes have been acknowledged to now classify as another 

“resource” in the broader economic system. Indeed “transformed to a thing and 

remote from personal involvement, [the] landscape has become objectified and
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consumable” (Evernden, 1981, p. 147). The quantification of resources has 

traditionally been the accepted method for assessing resource value, yet how does 

one quantify the simultaneous tangible and intangible resource of landscape? The 

Alaska Highway landscape is marketed as readily as any other commodity in the 

form of glossy tourist brochures, vacation guidebooks, and tours. Through these 

marketing mediums, as well as public knowledge, tourists thus form preconceived 

ideas regarding particular landscapes, yet ironically also contribute to landscape 

change. However, the tourism industry is highly location competitive. As a tourist 

destination deteriorates, or fails to meet the expectations of the tourists, it is a 

relatively simple matter for tourists to go elsewhere. The relevance of this caution to 

the Alaska Highway is noteworthy. The tendency for Alaska Highway tourism 

operators to cater to mass RV tourism is focusing landscape development in a very 

specific market segment, arguably at the detriment to other tourism sectors who find 

RV tourism unappealing.

While landscape may be a difficult resource to measure, I assert that one of 

its primary values lies in its distinction from other landscapes. Landscapes 

themselves may be infinite, however landscapes as resources are not. As our 

landscapes become homogenized, their utility as resources dwindle. Fittingly, 

Evernden (1981, p. 147) argues that public response may well be the ultimate 

measure of landscape as a resource, and this assertion appears probable for the 

tourism industry. As consumer preferences drive markets and determine resource 

value, perhaps it is the aggregate consumer who will determine how landscapes are 

measured, and thus valued. Tourists have been demonstrated again and again, to 

seek out particular landscapes and new, exciting experiences. Mitchell and Murphy 

(1991) note that “regional diversity [is] the one ingredient that distinguishes 

destinations from each other” (p. 61) and distinction in landscape is an important 

component of travel motivation. Ironically, while tourists and other consumers of 

landscape seek out unique destinations, they effectively contribute to their demise.
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Thus, the tourism industry is accused of becoming standardized and homogenous 

(Mitchell & Murphy, 1991, p. 61) and the landscape along with it. Evemden (1981) 

also notes these trends, observing that landscapes are being “consumed and 

manipulated” (p. 156). Thus, as we continue to consume our landscapes, perhaps 

they will follow the same degrading fate as have other resources.

To continue along the theoretical thought that conceptualizes landscape as a 

resource, it is also constructive to conceptualize landscape as a form of commons. 

Borrowing theoretical ideas from Garrett Hardin, in his classic work “The Tragedy 

of the Commons” (1968), Butler (1993, p. 232) applies this concept to the tourism 

industry, arguing that the incentive for individual maximum profit often outweighs 

one’s duty to the common good. The commercialism on the Alaska Highway has 

demonstrated these trends and indeed, the landscape commons of the Alaska 

Highway is becoming dominated by the business community. As noted in 

Chapter Two, community debates clearly demonstrate that some northern residents 

oppose the appropriation of the Alaska Highway landscape by the tourism industry.

Much more than a link to Alaska, or a commuter route for local 

communities, the Alaska Highway is also a resource for the tourism industry. The 

image of the Alaska Highway as hardship, wilderness and challenge, along with the 

complex mythology of this route have been used by the tourism industry as a 

marketing tool. However, it is not just the mythology of the Alaska Highway, but 

the landscape itself that is also a tourism resource. As the Alaska Highway is 

marketed with such images as pristine, remote, wilderness, and unsurpassed beauty, 

the continuance of the highway landscape to adhere to these notions is crucial for 

the long-term viability of the tourism industry, as well as the ecological integrity of 

this region. The automobile and RV’s pass through the Alaska Highway and the 

individual length of stay may be fleeting and transient, but the aggregate effects are 

far more lasting.
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Conclusion

Travelling the Alaska Highway in present day, while still an adventure of 

sorts, bears little resemblance to the mythology that has pervaded this route since 

1942. Road conditions, apart from intermittent stretches of hazardous construction, 

are paved and generally in quite good condition, automobile services and supplies 

are frequent, and tourism infrastructure appears at regular intervals, and indeed are 

clustered in major centres along the Alaska Highway. Large-scale tourism facilities, 

including RV parks, dominate the built landscape and the RV’s themselves 

dominate the roadway during summer months. Furthermore, a multitude of signs, 

billboards, and advertisements dot the landscape and often overwhelm natural 

scenery. Thus, the trend towards mass tourism, cautioned against by development 

and tourism critics, is now clearly visible on the Alaska Highway landscape. Despite 

these changes in the nature of the Alaska Highway landscape and in the nature of 

the touristic experience, tourism continues unabated.

Not all Alaska Highway communities participate to the same degree in the 

tourism industry, yet the flow and volume of tourism affects all Alaska Highway 

communities, whether they are active participant or unwilling host. As the Alaska 

Highway landscape becomes increasingly commodified and homogenous in nature, 

however, an inevitable and potentially irreversible loss is occurring. Distinction in 

landscape, demonstrated above to be a vital component of local identity and 

community pride, may succumb to the commercial forces of mass tourism.



Conclusion: The Alaska Highway Revisited
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“ ‘I f  this landscape outside were a dream, would you love it less? ’
‘Maybe, ’ she said. ‘I f  I  knew it was a dream.

( Manguel, 1991, p. 74)

The mythology of the Alaska Highway has existed since the inception of this 

route through the northwest, and popular literature has repeatedly emphasized the 

heroic aspects, as well as the hardship and wilderness perceptions of this route.

In fact, the dissemination of highway tales, both imagined and real throughout 

popular literature has served to inspire thousands of travellers to conquer the Alaska 

Highway for themselves. Graham’s assertion that “popular literature serves to 

reinforce the stereotypes of [the north]” (1996, p. 186), with little regard for 

developmental processes or change in circumstance offers one explanation for the 

endurance of Alaska Highway mythology. Furthermore, Haycox (1990, p. 60) 

asserts that once embedded in the popular consciousness, myths, regardless of level 

of truth and accuracy, are difficult to “dislodge.” Grant seems to agree and 

expresses that people are “reluctant to relinquish long-standing beliefs that defy 

logic” (1998, p. 29). In the case of Alaska Highway mythology, these assertions 

appear to be true, as Alaska Highway mythology continues to be a major component 

of popular highway lore, despite decades of intensive change to road conditions, 

infrastructure, and services.

Regardless of accuracy, however, Haycox (1990) points out that 

“myth and identity are closely interwoven, and people do not like to be disabused of 

self-images upon which they have based their lives and activities” (p. 61). Fittingly, 

regardless of the level of tourism development along the Alaska Highway, tourism 

operators, marketing strategies, and travellers continue to draw upon hardship and 

wilderness mythology to present day. However, the hardship and wilderness tide 

may be changing on the Alaska Highway tourism landscape. The current selling of



Alaska Highway mythology, which is clearly based in the past, is problematic. 

Writing for the Anchorage Daily News, Hunt (1991, p. Cl 4) comments on the

current belief in Alaska Highway mythology as no longer applicable, “all the hype 

seems misspent....why argue that it ‘leads you back in time, back to when the world 

was a simpler place, a wilder place...a more enchanting place’.”

The Alaska Highway mythology is acknowledged to be a significant factor 

in regional tourism, yet this tourism boom, in conjunction with Alaska Highway 

communities, is effectively transforming the local landscape of the Alaska Highway. 

Separating myth from reality is an arduous and perhaps unwelcome task, but the 

continuance of this mythology contradicts the images, notably those published in 

The Milepost, the experience, and the built landscape of the modem Alaska 

Highway. The commoditization of the Alaska Highway has undoubtedly become 

embedded within the tourism industry and this is visually apparent on the Alaska 

Highway landscape.

Furthermore, the Alaska Highway tourism industry has been demonstrated to 

have significant effects on the distinction of the Alaska Highway landscape. These 

issues have not only been raised within the context of tourism and landscape theory, 

but have also been demonstrated to contribute to intensive local debates surrounding 

the compatibility of mass tourism and wilderness areas. As Alaska Highway tourism 

follows a developmental path towards increased commoditization of landscape and 

homogenous infrastructure, both its physical landscape and its touristic appeal will 

likely diminish. Smith (1977) notes that “the tourist industry creates jobs and 

increases cash flow but the tourists themselves can become a physical as well as 

social burden, especially as their numbers increase” (p. 11). Smith (1977, p. 9, 10) 

also cautions that catering to tourists is a repetitive, boring task, and as tourists 

numbers increase the identity of individual tourists becomes blurred, thus a sense of 

detachment occurs. Although he does so entirely without criticism, Coates (1992) 

effectively describes these same processes with respect to Alaska Highway tourism,
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as he notes the “annual lemming-like rush up (and even faster retreat down) the 

Alaska Highway” (p. 275) by hordes of faceless tourists.

Given the demonstrated trends occurring within Alaska Highway tourism, it 

thus seems imperative that Alaska Highway communities note these trends and 

assess the long-term viability of mass tourism in small highway communities.

Noting that tourism planning is often developed within a local framework 

(Hall, 1994, p. 151), however ad hoc the planning process might be, it also seems 

pertinent that Alaska Highway community businesses acknowledge the implications 

of linking tourism and wilderness. Regional tourism advocates, such as the Alaska 

Tourism Marketing Council, the Yukon Department of Tourism, and the British 

Columbia Ministry of Tourism, as well as local tourism operators should also note 

the limitations of Alaska Highway wilderness mythology as a marketing tool, if they 

continue to develop a homogenous and commercial Alaska Highway landscape for 

the tourism industry. An emphasis on balanced community needs, over those of 

transient tourists, is also suggested to be a key factor in reducing potential conflicts 

over tourism related development in northern communities (Hall, 1994, p. 167-168).

As recognized by the Yukon Tourism Association, the demography, and 

therefore market segment, of Alaska Highway tourism is shifting towards younger, 

environmentally conscious adventure travellers. This requires that the Alaska 

Highway tourism industry note the contradictions between the tourism landscape 

and its tourism wilderness image. As wilderness scenery and viewscape is identified 

as the most important aspect of Alaska Highway tourism, it seems pertinent that 

Alaska Highway tourism based communities address the commoditization and 

subsequent homogenization of their local and regional landscapes. Finally, a 

regional, concerted education campaign should be undertaken that addresses the 

impacts of tourism on wilderness landscapes of the Alaska Highway.

Although discussed primarily as a linear region, Cruikshank aptly points out 

that the social, cultural, economic, and political agendas differ both between Alaska
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Highway communities and among individuals within these same communities 

(1978, p. 57). For example, she identifies Haines Junction as a business oriented 

community that primarily has pro-development goals, while she notes Watson Lake 

as much more cautious with regards to the social impacts of development (p. 64). In 

addition, Cruikshank stresses that Alaska Highway community members vary in 

attitudes towards development, including traditional native outlooks, long-term 

boosters, and opportunistic boomers who are merely looking for the “last, lucrative 

frontier” (p. 66). Therefore, with these differences in mind, and given the cautions 

asserted over inherent problems in northern tourism, it seems appropriate that 

Alaska Highway communities assess their long-term goals and aspirations on an 

individual community, as well as regional basis.

As tourism along the Alaska Highway has grown exponentially since the 

1940’s, the perception and reality of the Alaska Highway as a wilderness route is 

becoming perilous. Tourism and related developments have been increasing for 

nearly 60 years along this corridor route, and show no signs of abating. While mass 

tourism, such as the droves of RV travellers, may bring short-term economic 

benefits to Alaska Highway communities, the long-term implications of mass 

tourism may have irreversible effects on the Alaska Highway landscape. Mass 

tourism on the Alaska Highway is eroding the wilderness landscape of this region, 

replacing natural areas with commercial development and tourism facilities. As 

tourism is predicted to increase in northern regions, these problems seem bound to 

continue unless appropriate, long-term measures are undertaken.
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Appendix 135

Figure I: Tourism billboards in Tok.

Figure 2: Close-up of tourism billboards in Tok.
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Figure 4: Tok RV Centre in ! ok.
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Figure 6; Fmpty RV park in Beaver Creek.
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Figure 7: Scully's Saloon and cabins in Kluane Wilderness Village.

Figure 8: Dump station in Kluane Wilderness Village RV park.
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I igure 9; Solitary RV in Kluane RV Kampground in Haines Junction.

I igure 10: Kluane RV Kampground billboard in Haines Junction.
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Figure ! I; RowsofRV's in Whitehorse RV park.

f igure 12: Downtown RV park in Watson Lake.
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Figure 14: Pete’s RV park in Fort St. John.
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RULES OF 
LUANE R,V, K A M P G R O U N D
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f igure 16: Kluane RV Kampground rules in Haines Junction.
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Figure 21: “ This cemctary is not a tourist attraction1' sign in Champagne.

igure 22: Road conditions on Alaska Highway north of Whitehorse.


