
“Things just got real Alaskan!”

Word came a year ago that the Denali Park Road, subsiding 
at its midpoint due to thawing permafrost, had failed 
beyond repair. Nothing would get in or out of 
Kantishna by road for at least three years, maybe 
longer. As this sank in, the operational challenges 
seemed many. Traits embodied by Camp Denali’s 
founders 70 years ago – ingenuity, self reliance, 
hard work – would be put to the test all over 
again. The opportunities, it turned out, would 
reveal themselves more gradually, as our first 
roadless summer unfolded.

Alaska is a state in which some 87 percent of communities 
are not connected by road. As the newest member of that 
list, we did benefit from some existing resources including, 
significantly, a local air service. Our good partner Denali 
Air stepped up to provide that indispensable help. 
Throughout the summer, nearly everyone and everything 
that came or went did so on their trusty wings.

It’s been said that the real Alaska begins where the road 
ends. 70 years at the end of the park road may have given us 
a window on this, but being 45 miles beyond the end of the 
road gave it focus. As the season progressed, a distinct contrast 
emerged between the front country of the park, which seemed 
increasingly “front country”, with traffic, construction, and 
post-pandemic travel rebound, and our isolated haven of 
backcountry, which felt profoundly more “back country” in the 
utter absence of through-traffic.

We anticipate the eventual restoration of the road with mixed 
emotions. On the one hand, it will be welcomed when we 
can once again deliver larger payloads with ease. And in 
the greater sense, the heart of Denali is a national treasure 
expressly set aside for public enjoyment. But while we have it, 
we will make the most of this extraordinary opportunity that 
we’ve been dealt.

Things just got real Alaskan.

Ptarmigan Tracks
The Newsletter        of Camp Denali 
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ry Summer Roundup “Am I hallucinating?!”

Early on the morning of 
July 8th, Housekeeping 

Supervisor, Elaina O’Brien, 
happened upon a truly rare 
spectacle among the staff 
cabins. Undulating across 
the pathway at her feet was  
a gray, snake-like apparition. 
On closer inspection, 
this was no snake, (which 
don’t occur in interior 
Alaska), but an assemblage 
of thousands (?) of insect 
larvae wriggling forward 
atop one another in a steadily-advancing,
rope-like column roughly a meter long!

Fortunately, we knew just who to call. Derek Sikes (SES 
leader in 2015) is the curator of insects at the University 
of Alaska Museum of the North and a professor of 
entomology at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. We 
soon learned that these larvae belonged to a relatively 
common group of insects called dusky winged fungus 
gnats in the genus Sciara. Adults – tiny mosquito-like 
flies – are easily overlooked. The slightly larger larvae are a 
common garden pest. Soil-dwellers, they feed on decaying 
organic matter and fungal mycelium, and can deplete 
nutrients essential for plant growth.

Derek was thrilled to receive Elaina’s report. This 
particular fungus gnat was likely a new species, one that 
Derek and a post-doctoral student were literally in the 
process of describing for scientific publication. According 
to Derek, there have been a mere handful of sightings in 
Alaska (all recent) of the behavior that Elaina witnessed.

Why the larvae travel en masse and why they take on a 
snake-like shape are mysteries. In this instance, the dry, 
compacted path, and lack of leaf litter, may have caused 
them to gather into such formations, Derek theorized. 
Moving as one may also be a disguise: “it’s possible 
they are mimicking a snake because most birds (at least 
migratory birds) avoid snakes”, he explained. Indeed, as 
soon as the column of larvae began to vanish one-by-one 
into the leaf litter on the other side of the path, White-
crowned Sparrows and Dark-eyed Juncos discovered and 
descended to feast on the remaining few.

The start of the 2022 season found much of the 
park still blanketed by heavy snow. In any other 

year we’d have anxiously followed the progress of the 
Park’s road clearing efforts, awaiting the okay to drive 
in staff, supplies, and guests by their appointed dates. 
In a year with no prospect of driving, we discovered, 
deep drifts on the road became merely a passing 
novelty.

In fact, our first on-the-ground road report came 
from naturalist guide, Ryan Marsh, who took the 
road closure as an opportunity to ski-traverse the 
Alaska Range, arriving at Camp Denali via Anderson 
Pass and the western 20 miles of road a day ahead of 
his coworkers that flew in.

Work projects largely consisted of adapting to our 
new remoteness. Anything we could convert to 
renewable energy, we did: from cabin lighting, to 
greenhouse watering, to chainsaws, to induction 
cookery. These things and more were powered 
throughout the season by Camp’s 90kW solar array. 
In total, the generator ran less than two days all 
summer – and that was mainly just to exercise it.

Elsewhere, Camp staff stepped up to many of the 
tasks that were formerly provided for, like patching 
potholes and clearing beaver-obstructed culverts 
along the park road. Simon was officially anointed as 
a Volunteer-in-Park, authorized to tackle some of the 
bigger road maintenance using Camp’s loader and 
dump truck. We also installed our own FAA-style 
remote weather cameras, to help fill an important gap 
in aviation safety.

Special Sightings
5/20 First wood frogs of the season croaking 

in Nugget Pond. Some years they 
awake two or more weeks earlier. A 
late spring, this one!

5/26 Subadult grizzly bear at Nugget Pond.
5/28 Female moose with a very young calf 

in the tundra behind Potlatch.
6/8 Ice-out on Wonder Lake!
6/11 First Arctic Warbler heard. Wood 

frogs now silent again for the year. 

6/13 White-fronted Geese with goslings on 
one of the tundra kettle ponds. 

6/22 American Dipper pair feeding 
nestlings in their mossy nest along 
Moose Creek. 

6/29 Lone wolf observed on the Thorofare 
River.

7/4 Ripe blueberries near Wonder Lake. 
7/8 Fungus gnat larvae in “snakeworm” 

formation crossing the staff trail near 
Potlatch. 

7/12 Wolf observed in the tundra ponds, 
snooping around for beavers. 

7/23 Our gardener, Dakotah, reports the 
first summer frost...wiping out the 
marigolds and first crop of peas. 

7/27 Lone wolf observed along the Eielson 
Bluffs. 

8/5 Young grizzly bear visits the cabins of 
mid-Camp. 

8/19 First of the season, approximately 
80 Sandhill Cranes fly over Camp 
Denali. 

9/5 First-ever reported Brambling seen 
and photographed in willow-thickets 
near mile 81. 

9/10 Guests spend an hour and a half 
watching a wolf chase ground 
squirrels in Thorofare Pass; also 
observe a herd of over one hundred 
caribou. 

9/11 Thousands of Sandhill Cranes pass 
over Camp Denali with the mountain 
shining bright on a sunny, autumn day. 

Photo Credits 
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Cohen), Kantishna airport (R. Clevenger), Aerial background (M. Cohen). 2023 Special Emphasis Series: Fireweed (R. Clevenger). Looking Back - 70 
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Concourse A, Terminal 1 at Kantishna International Airport. Priority 
boarding queue forms at the yellow willow bush.

Arrival flights feature a fly-by of the Alaska Range, weather-
permitting, while direct return flights explore lower elavation 
wildlife habitat. 

Camp Denali’s First Fly-in Season

With the advent of fly-in access, our winter office was reimagined 
as a place to check-in, repack, relax, and await Denali Air flights to 
Kantishna.

Blue skies and a quiet windsock herald a perfect flying day at Denali 
Air, directly opposite our winter office at the park entrance.

An aerial view of the Peters Glacier and the Tluna Icefall, with Denali rising 
to 20,310’ off the port side wing, and Kantishna away to starboard. 



As this newsletter goes to print, park staff at Denali are eagerly awaiting the early-December awarding of a 
Federal Highways Administration contract to build a bridge to span the Pretty Rocks landslide along the 

Denali Park Road. 

Active since the 1960s, what was for decades slow-moving, the rockslide picked up pace in recent years. As the 
park’s website reads, “the rate of road movement within the landslide evolved from inches per year prior to 2014, 
to inches per month in 2017, inches per week in 2018, inches per day in 2019, and up to 0.65 inches per hour in 
2021.” The rate of the slide finally surpassed what the park’s road crew were able to maintain in late August 2021, 
prompting our necessary shift to fly-in operations last summer. 

The task that will face the successful contractor over the next two years will be to span the slide with an 
approximately 480-ft long and 50-ft high, custom-built steel bridge, with the goal of renewing access by the 
spring of 2025. Once access is restored, a second phase of the contract will address some additional road integrity 
issues in the area. With $25 million already available from the Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill, the first phase 
of construction is targeted to cost $58 million and the second phase, $65 million. If we learn at any point that 
legislative advocacy for funding becomes a priority, we will alert our mailing list.

Park Planning – Pretty Rocks Update

Looking Back - 70 Years

In the fall of 1952, Camp Denali’s 
inaugural newsletter was 

addressed “...to those of you who 
were our guests, to those who just 
came up to find out what was going 
on on top of the ridge, and to those 
of you who dropped in to look, 
then stayed to help us haul logs, 
hack out a road, and build.” Sent 
as a holiday letter, our founders 
highlighted notable visitors, special 
wildlife sightings, and ambitions 
for the coming seasons. 

This year, we celebrated Camp 
Denali’s 70th season. Homesteaded 
in 1951, Camp Denali was the 
realization of a dream for three 
young friends who believed in the 
intangible values of wilderness and 
community camaraderie. Celia 
Hunter, “Woody,” and Ginny Wood 
shared a love of the outdoors and 
a can-do spirit. They often said of 
their collaboration that whatever 
Ginny dreamed up, Woody could 
build, and Celia could pull off. 

And building Camp Denali was no 
small undertaking. Supplies were 
loaded on train cars in Fairbanks 
for a four-hour train ride to 
Denali. Another four or five hours 
and ninety miles along the only 
mountainous, gravel road into the 
park finally led to a steep, rugged 
¾-mile driveway. Bulldozed by a 
Kantishna miner in the fall of 1951, 
considerable manual labor was 
required to complete the access. 
Supplies were largely backpacked 
up the impassable driveway the 
first summer. “Luckily,” writes 
Ginny, “in lieu of burros, we had 
Les Viereck…and Ted Lachelt,” for 
whom packing heavy loads was 
seemingly “a labor of love, for no 
one would ever have worked that 
hard for wages!”

By early July, four 
housekeeping tents 
had been built and 
were sold at $10/night 
double occupancy, all 
comfortably equipped 
with cot bunks, “a 
Yukon wood stove, 
table, benches, down 
sleeping bags with 
removable liners, 
cooking and eating 
utensils and a two-
burner gasoline stove.” 
By mid-summer the 
founders also realized there was another market, writes 
Ginny, for “hardier souls traveling on a shoestring, 
who arrived…with their rucksacks and hiking gear, 
prepared to rough it… So we established Bedrock and 
Harpan, tents pitched on the ground and furnished 
with a Yukon stove, cots and mattresses. The charge: 
$1.00 per night per bed.”

Particularly notable in 1952’s summer recap is how 
extensively our founders relied on air transportation. 
The first visitors arrived by plane on June 16, only 
three days after our founders arrived, “right behind the 
snowplow that blasted through the last drift June 13.” 
Although visitors found their way to Camp by a variety 

of means, “including their own weary feet, horseback, 
a bulldozer, and a hearse,” writes Ginny, aircraft flew 
in the majority of the summer’s visitors, landing 
either in Kantishna or by floatplane on Wonder Lake. 
Friends and neighbors Dick and Jeanne Collins, from 
Lake Minchumina 40 miles west of Camp Denali, 
became regulars, stopping in to lend a hand or to make 
deliveries. They “became so adept at dropping us notes 
and packages from their Piper Pacer we hardly had to 
stir off the front porch to retrieve them,” writes Ginny.

Airplanes and their pilots were instrumental in 
building Camp Denali in 1952; likewise, 70 years 
hence they quite literally enabled us to operate and 
sustain our business. Our hats are off to the staff at 
Denali Air, our 
2022 (and 2023!) 
air taxi partner, and 
to our founders, 
whose resiliency, 
adaptability, and 
resourcefulness 
continue to inspire 
us to expect the 
unexpected and 
to welcome each 
new challenge with 
curiosity and grace.

2023 Special Emphasis Series

Bird Identification & the Art of Observation | June 9-15
David Sibley 
Ornithologist, Author, & Illustrator

Indigenous Values in Education through Iñupiaq Stories and 
Dance | June  26-29
Sean Asikłuk Topkok
Associate Professor, University of Alaska Fairbanks

Indigenizing Alaska’s Conservation Priorities | July 7-9
Danielle Stickman
Alaska State Deputy Director, The Wilderness Society

The Little Things that Run the World | July 17-23
Jessica Rykken
Entomologist, Alaska Center for Conservation Science, 
University of Alaska Anchorage

Adventuring in Alaska: Denali’s Sourdough Expedition 
and Contemporary Explorations | July 10-13
Jonathan Waterman
Author, Explorer, & Photographer

Entering the Conversation of Nature: The Art and Science of 
Animal Language | July 28-August 3 
George Bumann 
Sculptor, Naturalist, & Educator

Plant Responses to Environmental Change | August 7-10
Tali Lee 
Plant Physiological Ecologist & Professor of Biology, University of 
Wisconsin Eau Claire

Northern Lights Exploration | August 21-27
Ronn & Marketa Murray
Photographers & Aurora Specialists

Autumn Nature Photography Workshop | August 
28-September 3
David Shaw
Conservation Photographer, Science Writer,  & Photo Educator

Painting in the North | September 4-10
Kesler Woodward
Artist & Professor of Art Emeritus, University of Alaska Fairbanks

Bird Migration & Conservation | June 2-8 
Scott Weidensaul
Author, Field Researcher, & Bird Enthusiast 



Do you know someone who wants to join our team? Visit www.campdenalijobs.com to get started. We are currently 
seeking qualified applicants for the following seasonal positions: 

NATURALIST GUIDES | COOKS & BAKER | FACILITIES MANAGER  

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


