
Dear Readers, Greetings from 1950s-era Camp 
Denali! Our founding decade was the last time 

that 1) the Muldrow Glacier surged, 2) Camp Denali 
was cut off from the Alaska road system, and 3) we 
rolled out a new business model. Read on to see how 
we’ve come full-circle.

In March, our feature story seemed a foregone 
conclusion; after nearly 70 years of remarkable 
stability, the Muldrow Glacier let rip in one of Denali’s 
most anticipated cyclical events. A passing Talkeetna 
pilot observed jagged fissures in the glacier’s surface- 
heralding one of the Muldrow’s stunning, once-in-a 
lifetime down-valley surges. 

Alas, in August a different event came along to 
compete with the Muldrow for top billing. Permafrost 
beneath the “Pretty Rocks” portion of the park road 
began thawing at a dramatically accelerating rate. 
On August 24, the National Park Service advised 
stakeholders that conventional road maintenance could 
no longer keep up with subsidence. Camp Denali was 
given 72 hours to evacuate guests, and a few days 
longer to winterize facilities and evacuate all staff.

Amidst the ensuing crush of logistics and 
cancellations, word came on October 14 that the road 
will remain closed at Pretty Rocks throughout 2022 
and 2023 to permit construction of a bridge across 
the Pretty Rocks slump. Road access to Camp Denali 

and other points in 
the western park will 
remain cut off for at 
least two years.

As daunting as this is, it helps knowing that Camp 
Denali has been here before. Prior to the 1956 advent 
of the Denali Highway, contiguous road access to 
Camp Denali was non-existent. In fact, Camp Denali 
welcomed its very first guests when an arriving pilot 
tossed a note from an airplane which read: “I’ve got 
two live ones for you!” In a return to our roots, we 
have spent the fall making preparations to run Camp 
Denali as a fly-in lodge until road access is restored.

In our shift to air access there are two distinct bright 
spots. One is our recently-completed 90kW solar 
power installation. Energy independence could not 
have happened at a more fortuitous time. The other is 
the tantalizing thought of having the heart of the park 
largely to ourselves – another parallel to 1950s Camp 
Denali.

For roughly equal periods, the Muldrow Glacier and 
Camp Denali have each been characterized by their 
unwavering steadiness. Curious that both should 
reinvent themselves in the same year. While we 
wouldn’t have sought a reason to remake ourselves, 
the Muldrow is a visceral reminder that unexpected 
change can be an agent for remarkable outcomes.
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Special Sightings
5/12  Camp Denali is still covered in snow, but a small crew of staff is treated 

to the first chorus of wood frogs in Nugget Pond.

5/30  During staff training, the Naturalist Guides heard the Muldrow Glacier 
producing thunderous booming noises all the way from the Eielson Visitor 
Center.

6/6    Ornithologist, David Sibley, discovers a nesting Boreal Owl right below 
Nugget Pond at Camp Denali.

7/2    A group of guests leaving Camp Denali is treated with an incredible parting 
gift – a wolverine is spotted along the banks of the Toklat River and is 
observed scaling the cliffs above the park road.

7/28  An exciting scene plays out in Thorofare Pass as a handful of guests watch 
a wolf chase a young bear and its mother. The hikers were able to watch 
the wolf for the better part of the day and even ate lunch as the wolf napped 
and munched on a caribou leg across the valley.

7/29  A red fox escorts a van full of hikers down the road. The fox trotted down 
the road for a few miles(!) in front of the vehicle; all the while carrying 
three pudgy ptarmigan in its mouth.

8/8  A rare sighting for Denali National Park, a mink is spotted on the side of 
the road and stayed in sight for several minutes.

8/26  For the summer’s final transport trip out of the park, guests watched as a 
wolf chased and killed a young male caribou in the channels of the Toklat 
River.

8/28  Rainy weather gave way to clear sunny skies. The Alaska Range was 
covered in fresh snow as the first flocks of Sandhill Cranes were spotted 
heading south for the winter.

The wolf is one of the keystone species of the subarctic ecosystem 
and a true symbol of the wild. Unfortunately, wolf sightings in 

Denali National Park have waned in recent years, but 2021 saw a 
dramatic increase in wolf activity and provided thrilling encounters for 
some Camp Denali guests.

Wolf numbers in the Park fluctuate annually due to weather, food 
availability, disease, and hunting pressure, but wolf sightings along the 
Denali Park Road are influenced primarily by wolf denning locations 
and territory usage. Fortunately for Camp Denali visitors, a few wolves 
decided to set up shop in the areas where we do a lot of our hiking- 
Thorofare and Highway Pass.

In the summer of 2021, wolves were seen going about their daily 
routines- canvassing the tundra in search of game, napping, chasing off 
curious grizzly bears, and in one instance, Camp Denali guests watched 
as a wolf took down an adult caribou in the braids of the Toklat River. 
Albeit a rare occurrence, the opportunity to see a wild wolf in its 
natural habitat is truly an unforgettable experience.

Summer Roundup
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In between March flights to observe the Muldrow surge, and September flights to double-check our hasty 
evacuation shut-down work, this summer actually felt comparatively normal. It was immensely rewarding 

to hosts guests again after being closed for COVID-19 in 2020. Although things looked a little different – for 
example, 14 small dining tables replacing our five long communal tables – it was good to be back in the company 
of fellow travelers and staff, and we concluded the summer with no known instances of COVID-19. Thanks to 
everyone who supported our mitigation efforts.

2021 operations commenced with our opening crew flying over the Alaska Range from Talkeetna in ski-
equipped planes due to deep snow in Kantishna. (We understand that we’re now featured in a training video 
about how to turn a turbine Otter around on a runway using a snowmobile!) Projects for the season focused 
on general maintenance, and on fully commissioning our new solar array. The benefits of gaining energy 
independence ahead of the Park Road closure cannot be overstated.

On the staff front we enjoyed many outings, of which trips to observe the Muldrow were a definite highlight. 
We also established a hopefully new tradition- Nenanapalooza- which entails Simon and 15 day-off staff 
commandeering one of the buses for a drive out of the park and a day spent rafting the Nenana River on Denali’s 
eastern boundary. In other staff news, Camp Denali was honored to host a staff wedding in July, and to provide 
the backdrop for two other engagements of staff and former staff. 

Photo Credits 
Cover photo: (Camp Denali photo archives). Summer Roundup photos: Opening crew (Simon Hamm), Guides at Muldrow Glacier (Jeff Anderson), 
Nenanapalooza crew (Jeff Anderson), Solar aerial (Simon Hamm). Special Sightings photos: Fox (Roger Devore), Bee on fireweed (Caitlin Lenahan), Mink 
(Greg Hoberg). Muldrow Glacier Surge spread: (Simon Hamm). Remembering Neal Brown photos: Potlatch with aurora (Murray Cohen), Neal Brown 
(Fairbanks Daily News - Miner). 2021 Staff Photo: (Eric Nancarrow). 



The Muldrow Glacier starts high on the 
northeastern slope of Denali and runs 39 miles 
to the terminus where its melt water forms the 
McKinley River.

The Muldrow Glacier’s leading edge, or “toe” advanced about 3.6 
miles during the surge and was moving 100 times faster than it 
normally does.

An aerial view of the Muldrow Glacier’s lateral 
moraine where this year’s surge piled rock and 
ice into an ever-changing landscape of giant 
towers and deep crevasses.

Camp Denali co-owner Simon Hamm poses with a 
chunk of ice broken off from the historic surge.

The Muldrow Glacier last surged from 1956 to 1957. Just like 65 
years ago, Camp Denali staff jumped at the chance to spend their days 
off hiking out to witness the historic event. Here, Jenna Hamm and 
Joel Sibley provide a sense of scale for the towering lateral moraine.

Muldrow Glacier Surge



Dr. J. Drew Lanham
Author, Wildlife Biologist, & 
Poet
Watching Birds - 
Intensifying Focus with 
Words for Birds
June 3-5 | June 6-9

Subhankar Banerjee
Photographer, Writer, & 
Conservationist
Nurseries & Kinship 
- Protecting Our 
Nonhuman Relatives
June 17-19 | June 20-23

Princess Daazhraii 
Johnson
Actor, Writer, & Creative 
Producer of “Molly in 
Denali”
Narrative Sovereignty: 
The Power of Telling 
Our own Stories
July 22-24 | July 25-28

Dr. Carolyn Finney
Storyteller, Author, & 
Cultural Geographer
The N Word: Nature, 
Revisited (An Imagined 
Conversation with John 
Muir & Other Musings) 
July 1-3 | July 4-7

Margaret McKeown
Judge on the United States 
Court of Appeals for the Ninth 
Circuit
Wilderness Warriors - The 
Collaboration of Justice 
William O. Douglas & 
Conservation Advocates 
Mardy & Olaus Murie
July 29-31 | August 1-4

Brooke & Terry Tempest 
Williams 
Authors
Ancestors & Wildness
August 5-7 | August 8-12

Stan Senner
Conservationist & 
Ornithologist
Conservation of the Last 
Frontier
August 12-14 | August 15-18

Ronn & Marketa 
Murray
Aurora Borealis Experts & 
Photographers
Northern Lights 
Exploration
September 9-11

Dr. Neal Brown, a dear friend of Camp Denali, died this summer in Lebanon, NH where he and his wife, Fran 
Tannian, moved in 2019 to be nearer to their families. For 33 consecutive summers, Neal shared his contagious 

enthusiasm for the aurora and the night skies with our guests and staff, becoming a well-loved member of our Camp 
Denali “family.”

Neal’s life-long curiosity about the natural world and how things work has roots in his childhood. The 200-acre 
farm that he grew up on in Eastern Washington nurtured in Neal a can-do approach to fixing and building things. 
Following a bachelor’s degree in physics from Washington State University, Neal first saw the aurora during a year 
working for NASA in Thule, Greenland. A master’s degree in Geophysics from the University of Alaska Fairbanks 
came next, propelling Neal into an 18-year career as Director of the Poker Flat Rocket Research Range outside 
of Fairbanks where he led the design, building, and launching of rockets to study the aurora. He later focused on 
his passion, science education, through a directorship of the Alaska Space Grant Program, where he worked with 
teachers to bring STEM education to rural Alaska schools, and through the founding of Alaska Science Explained, a 
platform to share Alaska science topics to public and academic audiences. 

Spending a week at Camp Denali each fall as a Special Emphasis Series guest speaker was a perfect fit for Neal. He 
came equipped with gadgets to demonstrate the earth’s magnetic field and neon light fixtures to depict how different 
gases when energized emit unique colors. His ever-evolving presentations reflected his commitment to keeping up 
with the latest science and techniques for studying the aurora. 

Neal’s enthusiasm for observing the aurora and sharing its beauty with others was profound and Camp Denali guests 
were an eager audience. He would be up on the hour, every hour, each night of his stay to wake up those who wanted 
a chance to see the lights. Neal was elated when hand-held radios became readily available, saving him the walk to 
each cabin door! The following September 2016 excerpt from his Camp Denali cabin journal  illustrates his passion: 
“11pm AKST Aurora till 0530, Sept 3. Stupendous: one of the best I’ve ever seen, and observing and studying 
aurora has been my professional life’s work. Aurora lit up the ground and Denali [at] 0130. Silent dance weave – just 
incredible.”

As sad as we are to close a 33-year chapter with Neal, we’re delighted to begin a new era with Ronn and Marketa 
Murray. In many ways, Ronn’s enthusiasm mirrors Neal’s, as he studies the aurora through the lens of photography.

Remembering Neal Brown

2022 Special Emphasis Series

   *Please note that our 2022 Special Emphasis Series is subject to change in light of our shift to fly-in operations.                 
Our website will have the most up to date schedule of SES resource leaders. 



Job applications are now being accepted! If you or someone you know wants to make history 
with Camp Denali in 2022, visit www.campdenalijobs.com to get started.

Denali National Park Wilderness Centers, Ltd. 
Camp Denali & Parkside Guest House
P.O. Box 67
Denali National Park, AK 99755

Contact us to unsubscribe, or if you wish 
to receive our newsletter electronically.

907-683-2290  •  info@campdenali.com     
www.campdenali.com


