
Days Off in Denali: 
Exploits in the Park

Many of our intrepid staff took 
advantage of their surroundings 
to embark on a variety of adven-
tures this summer. In June, Scott 
Peters summitted Scott Peak, a steep, 
permanently snow-covered 8,800-
footer. He and Tiernan Martin 
also ran a marathon on the Park 
Road, from Eielson Visitor Cen-
ter back ‘home’ to Camp Denali, 
quenched en route by a passing rain 
shower. In the latter part of summer, fourteen separate staff members made their 
way to McGonagall Pass, the traditional approach for early climbing attempts on 
Denali. Over the course of a month, the McGonagall hiking parties saw the 
pass in myriad moods—rainy, snowy, foggy, and bluebird clear! 

Two groups ventured beyond the park boundaries. Seeking new terrain, John 
Kahle and Ellen Horbett spent three July days trekking from Igloo Creek over 
the Teklanika and Sanctuary drainages to exit the park via the long and shrubby 
“Riley Creek meander,” ending up near the park entrance. At the end of the 
season, while most staff departed by bus, Fiona Galbraith and Julia Smith took 
the long route by hiking over Anderson Pass and down the West Fork Glacier, 
ending on the Parks Highway.               
                            (continued on page 4) 

Ptarmigan 
Tracks
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In Memory of Gordon Haber

Noted wolf biologist and advocate 
for wolf protection, Gordon Haber, 
died in a plane crash on October 14, 
2009, while conducting an aerial 
survey of the East Fork wolf pack 
in Denali National Park. Haber 
began studying Denali’s wolves in 
1966 and made them his life’s work, 
amassing countless observations 
and photographs of wolf behavior. 
With his death, Alaskans have lost 
a staunch opponent of the state’s 
predator control policy and the Denali 
community a dedicated scientist and 
neighbor. Haber’s reports and web 
log entries can be read at 
www.alaskawolves.org.

Stalwart Travelers to the Rescue in 2009!
The lead-up to the 2009 season could almost be described as the perfect 

storm of Alaska tourism. Amid daily reports of a worsening global economic 
crisis, the news last spring was punctuated with panicked updates about swine-flu 
and images of travelers in airports clutching particle respirators. As if things 
weren’t looking quite dire enough, in March, Redoubt Volcano southwest of 
Anchorage began hurtling ash plumes directly into the flight-path of Alaska-
bound passenger planes. As the phones started to ring with cancellations, we 
could only tighten our belts and wonder how it would all play out.

In the end, we can truly say that 2009 was a success. While not the most 
robust on record, it was a far sight better than early projections. For this, we 
wish to extend our sincere thanks to all the inveterate travelers who were able 
and willing to fill our books despite the season’s uncertainties. Many that did 
visit also discovered that less-crowded attractions were part of their reward.

Matt Cahill rests near Green Dome, above Gorge Creek. (J. 
Tomsen, 2009)



April Getaway to the Ruth
As a precursor to the summer’s 

activity, Simon, Jenna, and Danika 
joined Amanda Smith (’07,’08) and 
Drew McCarthy (’07-’09) on an out-
ing to the Ruth Glacier on the south-
east side of Denali. They flew with 
Paul Roderick of Talkeetna Air Taxi 
for four days of telemark skiing, 
glacier touring, and snowshoeing, 
which Danika (age 2) demonstrates 
below. Nights were spent in the cozy 
shelter of the Don Sheldon Mountain 

House, a hexagonal hut perched on a 
nunatak in the Ruth Amphitheater. 

Debut of The National Parks: 
America’s Best Idea

By now, many National Park afi-
cionados have seen Ken Burns and 
Dayton Duncan’s most recent PBS 
collaboration, which aired in late 
September. The series was much 
anticipated for its stunning filmog-
raphy and for enlivening the human 
story behind the creation of our 
park lands. We also looked forward 
to the debut, as Burns and Duncan 
stayed at Camp Denali while film-
ing in Denali, and Wally and Jerryne 
Cole served as Program Advisors to 
the project. Award-winning author 
and documentary filmmaker Day-
ton Duncan will join us as a resource 
leader in our 2010 Special Emphasis 
Series (dates on page 5).

North Face Lodge Remodel
Before guests arrived this June, the 

opening crew completed renovations 
to rooms 2-7 at North Face Lodge. 
They installed new showers, lino-
leum, toilets, and wallpaper, bringing 
all guest bathrooms more up to date. 
In September, the crew replaced the 
tile in the North Face Lodge kitchen, 
leveled the subfloor, and upgraded 
old plumbing.

Wildfires Across Alaska
Exceptionally warm and dry weather 

helped to sustain over 500 wildfires, 
which burned approximately 3 million 
acres statewide. Several fires were 
close enough to Kantishna that their 
effects were often noticeable. The 
Bearpaw and Bear Creek fires, both 
ignited by lightning, burned 16,000 
and 50,000 acres, respectively, and 
could be seen from the top of Camp 
Ridge.

Landslide at Sable Pass
John Lautner, a guest at Camp Denali, 

describes one of the first sights of the 
landslide: “On Friday, June 12th, we 
were guests at Camp Denali and were 
taken from the park entrance by their 
bus. As we were driving, we noticed 
something we didn't understand in 
the landscape. Our driver/naturalist 
was astounded; she had not seen it on 
her drive out... It was a landslide!” A 
block landslide had occurred about a 
quarter mile from the Park Road near 

Sable Pass, at approximately mile 
40. Phil Breeze, the park geolo-
gist, estimated that about a tenth of 
an acre slumped downhill along a 
subsurface slip plane, attributable to 
either water saturation or erosion. The 
feature continued to move over the 
course of the summer as the lower 
permafrost sections melted. Eventu-
ally the area is expected to become 
hummocky tundra. 

Welcome Silas!
The Hamms welcomed a new 

member to their family this autumn. 
Silas Tucker Hamm was born October 
22. Welcome Silas!

Pipit Joins the Fleet
A new Bluebird bus, Pipit, arrived 

in late June, thanks to friends Larry 
Dingee and Dale Lawrence, who 
drove it cross-country from New 
Hampshire. Special thanks for installing 
a custom coffee holder for the driver, 
Larry and Dale!

Redesigned Website
We hope that our new website, 

launched in April 2009, will serve 
as a resource to past and future 
guests. Visitors to the site can find 
out what to expect during their stay, 
how to prepare beforehand, and read 
about current happenings in Denali 
through the site’s web log. Visit 
www.campdenali.com.

2009 Season Highlights 
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Jenna and Danika enjoy the sunshine on the Ruth 
Glacier, Alaska Range. (S. Hamm, 2009) 

A landslide near Sable Pass surprised visitors and 
park residents alike. (N. Wilson, 2009) 

Danika holds her new little brother, Silas. 
(S. Hamm, 2009)



“The Place Where Grayling 
Are Fished For”

Of the thousand ways we know her,
Kantishna assumes the same, safe air of Home.
In the descending night the signs are everywhere.
Things begin, then end, but still are,
as this earth’s latitude retakes its own. 
Without suffering or regret
there is no apology here for frailty; 
or of fading, or winnowing.
So much about the granting of greatness 
is capricious, yet the capacity 
for tenderness still exists in Kantishna.

I am aware how good it is to not know;
to care for things I never knew existed;
yes, even to admit matters will continue 
without me.  Infinite ones, such as
the route of the grizzly lumbering into sunlight.
Infinitesimal too, wreathing Denali 
in its own snow mass of wind cloud 
while encircling gold bursts the willows.
Creation cannot hide in the bold, 
close night of overhead stars.
These hours fall by compass degree,
and days, severe and beautiful, 
round to completion, altering all within reach.  
Kantishna has assumed the safe, same air of Home.

Jill Carter, 2009

5/13 Red Fox delivered a freshly caught Ptarmigan to 
two kits at Polychrome Pass.

5/24 White Wolf seen across the road from North Face 
Lodge.

6/17 Near East Fork Cabin, two Grizzly cubs climbed 
five feet up a small willow and then climbed down, 
dropping the last two feet to solid ground.

6/21 An American Dipper, “dipping” near the weeping 
wall on Moose Creek, disappeared into a nest cavity 
in the moss.

6/23 Hikers stumbled upon a dead Dall lamb in a steep 
and narrow pass between Polychrome and the West 
Fork of the Toklat River. The lamb, only 15” from 
nape to tail, was in otherwise unharmed condition 
and appeared to have died in a fall.

6/23 Sow Grizzly and three cubs attempted a minor river 
c ross ing  o f 
Big Stony. The 
cubs barked 
and whined 
a s  t h e  s o w 
pers i s ten t ly 
nudged them 
into crossing. 
Giving up, she 
grabbed each 
by the scruff 

of the neck and 
carried them individually.

6/25 Two Short Eared Owl hatchlings, quiet and fuzzy, 
seen in a tundra nest in Highway Pass.

7/8 Lynx slinked up the driveway to midcamp and then 
sprinted down the path to Nunatak cabin.

7/23 Four Surfbirds near Pika Hut on Camp Ridge.
8/28 Belted Kingfisher chased by a Merlin at Wonder 

Lake.
8/29 Noctilucent clouds in southern sky at 10:30 PM.
9/2 Wolves howling at moonrise from the Moose Creek 

terrace heard from the front steps of Potlatch.
9/7 Many V’s of Sandhill Cranes, totaling more than 

500, flew over the lodges throughout the day.
9/7 Wolverine on Mt. Thorofare. 
9/10 Bull Moose in Nugget Pond entertained onlookers 

for several minutes as he grunted and rocked his 
antlers. Steamy exhalations rose from his nostrils 
in the cool autumn air.

Sunny days were in abundance this summer, and though 
we didn’t hear many complaints, some days were down-
right hot! The warm, dry weather had certain perks—linger-
ing in Nugget Pond, for instance—and disadvantages. Smoke 
from nearby wildfires briefly blocked our mountain views 
in late July. Staff took advantage of the warm weather with 
ambitious hiking (highlights on page 1), as well as swim-
ming, canoe water polo, and inner-tubing forays down 
Moose Creek. 

Lest we remember summer 2009 for only its mild, cloud-
less days, a snow storm rolled through on September 21, 
wrapping up summer and reminding us that weather can 
change on a dime here in the Alaska Range. The closing 
crew will remember the storm particularly well, as they 
had to use chains to drive through the snow it dumped on 
the road in order to get out of the park!

 Special Sightings and Natural History Notes
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Guide Drew McCarthy shoulders a chunk of Muldrow 
Glacier ice for a closer view. (K. Layton, 2009)

From the 2009 Special Sightings Notebook



Adventures continued from page 1

Warm weather encouraged many to explore the creeks, 
lakes, and rivers of Denali, as well. Martha McPheeters 
convinced more than a few friends and staff to join her 
in floating the upper sections of the Nenana River, which 
forms part of the park’s eastern boundary. 

In addition to exploring the far-reaching corners of the 
park, staff also managed to stretch their legs around the 
lodges, most prominently in the All-Staff Triathlon on July 
24. Many hands helped coordinate the event, which was a 
huge success with sixteen participants. The course tested 
strength and endurance with a bike ride up the driveway 
from North Face Lodge to Camp Denali, a quick ascent 

and descent 
of Camp 
Ridge, and 
finally, a swim 
across chilly 
Nugget Pond. 
The winning 
time clocked 
in at just under 
54 minutes!

Staff Comings and Goings
Our staff is a talented and ambitious bunch of folks, so 

it is no wonder they sometimes leave the lodges for other 
pursuits. This summer, Housekeeping Coordinator Laura 
Alexander was accepted to the Peace Corps for volunteer 
work in Southeast Asia. Her cheerfulness, hard work, and 
companionship will be missed around the lodges. Amanda 
Solonika, who came onboard in September, will return 
next year as our new Housekeeping Coordinator. Amanda 
has worked in housekeeping around the U.S. and in Ant-
arctica.

Also departing for other endeavors is Ellen Horbett, 
who arrived at Camp Denali in 2004 as a seasonal 
employee and later took on a year-round position as Office 
Coordinator. She anticipates remaining in the north country 
and using summer 2010 to explore other remote areas of 
Alaska and northern Canada. She leaves her role in the 
capable hands of Jan Tomsen. Jan is a triathlon veteran 
and enjoys glassing the Kantishna ponds for waterfowl. 
Her positive energy and love for skiing will make her a 
welcome addition to our winter office and community at 
the park entrance.

Current Issues Facing Denali
Mile 73-86 Road Rehabilitation Project:

Those who have traveled the length of the Denali Park 
Road understand its telescopic nature first hand. The road 
is widest at its origin at the park entrance but narrows 
as it progresses deeper into the park. The first 15 miles 
of pavement give way to more than 80 miles of winding 
gravel road. The National Park Service is challenged with 
maintaining road safety while obeying the mandates of 
the road character definition in the Final Entrance Area 
and Road Corridor Plan EIS of 1997, which gives specific 
details of road structure and points to the role that the road 
plays in the visitor experience.

The section between Eielson Visitor Center (mile 66) 
and Kantishna is the most lightly used portion of the road. 
Some areas have weak shoulders or are too narrow for the 
largest of the concessioner’s buses to pass each other. NPS 
plans to improve safety on a 13-mile portion of this road 
section through the use of intervisible passing pullouts, 
which will allow vehicles ample time and space to pull 
over. The comment period has ended for this project.

In related road news, watch the Denali National Park 
website for news of the proposed alternatives in the Vehicle 
Management Plan, which determines the park bus system. 
The current concession contract for bus transport expires in 
2012. Alternative systems will take into account the results 
of the Road Capacity Study EIS and public comments. 
Monitor www.nps.gov/dena/parknews/newsreleases.htm to 
participate in the next comment opportunity. Because most 
visitors access the park by bus, any changes will invariably 
have significant impacts to the visitor experience.

Read more about these and other issues at the website 
of the Denali Citizen’s Council, www.denalicitizens.org, 
or the National Park website, www.nps.gov/dena.

 

Interested in Working in Denali?
The enthusiasm of our staff is often what makes the 
guest experience at Camp Denali and North Face Lodge 
so memorable. If you know of someone who would be 
a good fit for our organization, encourage him or her to 
view the employment pages of our website, www.camp-
denali.com/employment.
General staff positions are available for the 2010 season, 
as well as the following professional seasonal posi-
tions:
Dinner Chefs
Naturalist Guides

**Registered Nurses are encouraged to apply 
for any of our seasonal positions.
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Jan Tomsen hikes high above the W. Fork of the Toklat River. 
(D. Rodriguez, 2009) 



 Looking Back…
1959 On January 3, the Alaska Statehood 

Act (signed in July, 1958 by President 
Eisenhower) officially named Alaska the 
49th state. Russia sold Alaska in 1867 for 
$7,200,000, roughly 2 cents per acre, and it 
was admitted as a territory in 1912. 

Unlike 2009, 1959 was a summer of 
cool and wet weather. Celia wrote, “If you 
weren’t at Camp during the middle two 
weeks of June, the first half of August, or 
the second week of September, you missed 
summer altogether.” Nevertheless, Ginny 
found time to do reconnaissance work for 
potential day hiking destinations in the park.  
As Celia explained it, one should “never 
trust her ‘short cuts’ home unless you are 
especially interested in mountain sheep.”

1959 was also Wally Cole’s first summer 
in Alaska. That year he worked as a bellhop 
at the park entrance hotel and began friend-
ships with Camp Denali folks that “sparked 
his determination to return someday.” 

1969 James Wickersham and his party 
first discovered gold in the Kantishna Hills 
in 1903. Shortly thereafter, hopeful miners 
stampeded to the area. The rush ended 
after a few years, but limited mining still 
took place into the 1980’s. In 1969, Celia 
describes how prospectors in the Moose 
Creek Valley were mostly deterred by perma-
frost or high waters. Their “public plunder for 
private profit,” as Celia titles it, left a rugged 
track ten miles upstream leading to Glen 
Creek. In 2009 the National Park Service, 
funded by federal stimulus money, hauled 
away tons of corroding mining equipment 
from the Glen Creek mining camp. Some 
less-toxic remnants of the mining days will 
remain for historical interest.

1979 Wally implemented a small hy-
droelectric plant, beginning a tradition of 
alternative energy at Camp Denali. Thirty 
years later, we utilize both hydro and solar 
power systems at Camp Denali. 

One notable story from 1979 was the 
Cole family’s journey by plane and ski to 
visit Camp in February.  Traversing the 
few miles from the airstrip to Camp Denali 
proved to be a slow challenge. As Jerryne 
recalled Jenna on skis, she wrote, “Did you 
ever succeed in getting a five year old to 
hurry?” The rest of the trip was successful, 
with temperatures between -20° and 10°F, 
and plenty of igloo building and sledding.

1989 remains a significant date in 
Alaska’s history. In March of that year the 
oil tanker Exxon Valdez ran aground on 
Bligh Reef, spilling eleven million gallons 
of oil into Prince William Sound. The spill 
affected over 1,300 miles of coastline. In 
2008, after almost twenty years of litigation, 
Exxon Mobil finally conceded to a court 
award of over $500 million plus interest 
on the origional five billion dollar judge-
ment to those people whose livelihoods were 

affected by the disaster. The 1989 Ptarmigan 
Tracks reads, “The tanker’s hemorrhage 
and Exxon’s inability to respond have left 
Alaska feeling duped for having sold our 
collective soul to oil development.”

1999  So far, 2009 has been a year of 
limited auroral activity. Looking back to 
1999, the sky was much different. Neal 
Brown, Aurora special emphasis leader 
since 1989, noted a dramatic band of dancing 
green lights that stretched from horizon to 
horizon on the eve of the last guests’ stay. 

June 4-6 & 7-10
Bird Migration and Conserva-
tion with Scott Weidensaul, 
Acclaimed Author, Field Re-
searcher, and Bird Enthusiast

June 11-13 & 14-17
Wildflower Week with Camp 
Denali Staff Naturalists and 
Guest Lecturers

June 18-20 & 21-24 
Denali and the Alaska Range: 
Tectonics and Landscape with 
Sarah Roeske, Ph.D., Research 
Geologist at UC Davis and 
Karl Mertz, Ph.D., Instructor  
of Geology Emeritus at UC 
Sacramento

July 2-4 & 5-8
Painting in the North with 
Kesler Woodward, Artist and 
Professor of Art Emeritus, 
University of Alaska, Fair-
banks

July 16-18 & 19-22
Evolving Cultures in Rural 
Alaska with Tom Kizzia,     
Author and Reporter, Anchor-
age Daily News

July 26-29 & July 30-Aug. 1
The National Parks: America’s 
Best Idea with Dayton Duncan, 
Author  and Fi lmmaker, 
Florentine Films

August 13-15 & 16-19
Landscape and Seascape Con-
servation Encounters with 
Bob Childers, Arctic Policy 
and Campaign Advisor and 
Dorothy Childers, Marine 
Conservation Advocate

Aug. 27-29 & Aug. 30-Sept. 2
Autumn Nature Photography 
Workshop with George Lepp, 
Professional Nature Photog-
rapher and Field Editor for 
Outdoor Photographer

September 3-5 & 6-9
Curtains of Light: The Aurora 
Borealis with Neal Brown, 
Ph.D., Acting Director of the 
Alaska Space Grant Program

Notable Excerpts from the Tundra Telegram and Ptarmigan Tracks
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Join in Our 2010 
 SPECIAL

EMPHASIS
SERIES

at Camp Denali
offered at Camp Denali only

A chance post-season meeting of Ellen, Drew, Esther, Dr. 
Neal Brown, and Brian McCormick (F. Tannian, 2009)



  
2009 Camp Denali and North Face Lodge Staff

30% post-consumer waste
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MJ AFT ’06 -’09
Denali National Park, AK
LAURA ALEXANDER ’08, ’09
Corvallis, OR
STACIE ANDERSON ’09
Prescott, AZ
ANNE BEAULAURIER ’02 -’09
Denali National Park, AK
KC BOEHLY ’09
Salt Lake City, UT
MATT CAHILL ’09
Amherst, NH
JILL CARTER ’09
Gloucester, MA
LINDSEY CARTER ’09
Panton, VT
LINDSAY CHRONISTER ’08, 
’09 Seattle, WA
WALLACE & JERRYNE COLE 
Denali National Park, AK
DIANE CURRAN ’09
Bangor, ME
FRANK DeSALVO ’09
Conway, NH
WILL DUNCAN ’08, ’09
Walpole, NH
FIONA GALBRAITH ’07 -’09
Nelson, BC
SHARYN GERHARDT ’95 -’09
Everett, WA 
CHRIS GOCHENOUR ’06, ’09 
Overland Park, KS
JOSEPH GOSS ’09
Thomson, GA

RUSSELL GRIGGS ’07 -’09
Logan, UT
DANIEL HAGAMAN & 
ESTHER ALSUM ’07 -’09 
Hotchkiss, CO
SIMON, JENNA, & DANIKA 
HAMM Denali National Park, AK
AUSTIN HICKS ’08, ’09
Seattle, WA
KEN HOCKERT ’04, ’05, ’07-
’09 San Francisco, CA 
ELLEN HORBETT ’04 -’09
Denali National Park, AK
ALEX HUGHES ’09
College Station, TX
FRANKLIN JEFFERS ’09
Redmond, OR
JOHN KAHLE ’05 -’09
Denali National Park, AK
TIERNAN MARTIN ’08, ’09
Cuttingsville, VT
MATTHEW & MEGAN 
MARTZ ’05 -’09 Angola, IN
AMY MATTHEWS ’09
Indianapolis, IN
DREW McCARTHY ’07 -’09
Anchorage, AK
BRIAN McCORMICK ’95 -’09
Seattle, WA
IAN & TAYLER McEWEN
’07 - ’09 Anchorage, AK
BRIAN McKINNEY ’08, ’09
Bellingham, WA

KATHRYN McKINNEY
’05, ’07 -’09 San Francisco, CA
MARTHA McPHEETERS ’06-
’09 Denali National Park, AK
PHYLLIS MILLER ’09
Decatur, GA 
DERIC MIZOKAMI ’09
Fontana, CA
SCOTT PETERS ’08, ’09
Denali National Park, AK
ANDREW RECUPERO ’07 -’09
Ferrisburg, VT
DANIEL RODRIGUEZ ’09
Sylmar, CA
KATHY SCHAKE ’05 -’09
Portland, OR
JULIANN SCHAMEL ’05, ’07, 
’09 Fairbanks, AK
ANYA SCHWARTZ ’08, ’09
Burlington, VT
LAUREN SIMAS ’08, ’09
Berkeley, CA
JULIA SMITH ’04 -’09
Bradenton, FL

TYLER SOFIE ’09
Bellingham, WA
HERTHEL STEPHENS ’06, ’09
Girdwood, AK
JAN TOMSEN ’03, ’04, ’06 -’09
Denali National Park, AK
VIKI VANCUROVA ’07 -’09
Liptovsky Hradok, Slovakia

Short Term 
Staff & Volunteers
MARIA BERGER
Fairbanks, AK
JAKE PEDERSON 
Tacoma, WA 
AMANDA SOLONIKA
Portland, OR
FRITZ WITTWER
Denali National Park, AK

Parkside Guest House Staff
CARLEY DUNN 
Anchorage, AK

M. DeYoung, 2009

Change of Address? 
Help us update our mailing list by letting us know 

if your contact information has changed. Also let us 
know if you wish to unsubscribe or receive the news-

letter by email only. Thank you!
info@campdenali.com • 907-683-2290


