
The Kennecott Mines

Description

On Sunday, we took

a tour up to the town of McCarthy in a 12-passenger van, on our way to the Kennecott Mines in
Wrangell St. Elias National Park. To the surprise of a couple of passengers, Angel went with us. But
she quickly settled in, and sometime into the ride, one passenger commented that they forgot she was
there because she was so quiet. She is such a good girl!
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The road up to McCarthy and Kennecott has a very bad reputation. One person even told us that if we
were to drive up there we would need two spare tires. But the Wrangell St. Elias National Park ranger
told Hector that the road was in the best shape it has ever been. Which did not matter much since 
our car was not working.

The ride up on the van did confirm that the road was not as terrible as
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some people were saying. Yes, it is sixty miles of gravel road that gets progressively worse as you get
nearer to McCarthy. And, yes there is a very long stretch of road that has a washboard. But our van
made it through just fine. Well, sort of.

The road is a 2-lane road, but just barely accommodates two cars in places. The driver of a rental class
C was coming down the opposite lane at a pretty fast speed and never slowed down. He popped
Kevin’s (our van driver) side mirror to the point that the glass shattered. After talking to the driver of the
Class C, Kevin told us that his mirror flew off and hit him in the head. He was ok, but the damage was

going to cost him.

The van dropped us off at the footbridge that crosses a river to the “town” of
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McCarthy. There you can catch a shuttle to the Kennecott Mines. The shuttle fee, $10 was included in
our transportation fee. Those who drive up must park and take the shuttle.

We skipped McCarthy and went directly to Kennecott.

Although the town and the mines are named Kennecott, they were originally named after the valley
and the glacier that used to extend all the way to the town, Kennicott. Robert Kennicott was a pioneer
Alaska explorer. Somewhere along the way, there was a misspelling, and so the spelling of the name
of the Kennecott Mining Company is different from that of the valley and glacier.
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The Ahtna people collected native copper in the Kennicott Valley and made art, arrowheads and
utensils from it. After noticing the copper being worn by the natives, prospectors Clarence Warner and
“Tarantula” Jack Smith, discovered the high grade copper ore. That was how the mine came to be.

This was during the early 1900s, and the challenges of building a mine in this extremely remote area
were great. So the explorers partnered with the Havermeyer, Guggenheim and J.P. Morgan families for
financial backing and Stephen Birch, a mining engineer. The group became the Alaska Syndicate and
hired Michael J. Heney, builder of the White Pass & Yukon Railroad to build rail bed and bridges to
transport the copper from the mine.
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Mr. Heney brought a steamship in pieces from Valdezover

the mountains to the Copper River where it was reassembled. Equipment for the mine wasbrought in
by dog sled, horse and steamship and so they were able to begin the operation prior to therailroad’s

completion.

The Alaska Syndicate, which later became the
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Kennecott Copper Corporation mined some of the world’s highest grade ore from this mine and
supplied copper for electricity, utilities, industrial development and munitions to be used in World War I.

In 1998, the National Park Service system designated the

town a National Historic Landmark. Some of the buildings are open and there are tours of part of the
concentration mill.
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Hector joined the full tour and since dogs are not allowed in the mill, I joined for the half of the tour that
takes place outside (half-price).

As the town developed and workers were hired, there was

a clear distinction between the workers and upper management. Workers were not allowed to bring
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spouses to the town, and lived in the bunkhouses. Upper management brought their families and lived
in cottages, with ones higher up the hillside reserved for the people with the highest positions.
Nonetheless, the remoteness of the town made for a strong sense of community.

The Kennicott Glacier was and still is right by the town although it has receded quite a bit. At first
glance it looks like a lot of mine tailings or gravel, but it is really between an inch and foot of sediment
sitting on top of 100 to 1,000 feet of ice. You can just see some ice showing through here and there.

The town of McCarthy grew as the need for entertainment for the single men worked at Kennecott
Mines. It was a tough environment, with temperatures in winter going to 40 degrees below zero. It got
so cold that miners slept in the mines in winter, because they were warmer than the bunkhouses. And
bars and brothels in McCarthy provided some escape from the harsh environment.
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Initially frowned upon by upper management, visits to McCarthy were later seen as helping to retain
miners, since the miners would spend all of their money and therefore need to keep working.

A rare Rock Glacier. Only 15% ice but it moves like
a glacier.

At its peak, the corporation employed about 600 people, and the mining camp grew to 100 buildings,
including a dairy barn, a refrigeration plant, bunkhouses, a hospital a machine shop, a powerhouse,
residences and others.
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