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Is The 1882 Alaska
Territorial A Phantom?

by Peter Huntoon

The purpose of this article is to briefly describe the
steps taken before Alaska was admitted to the
Union on January 3, 1959, and to relate these to the
labels on the Nationals issued in Alaska.

BACKGROUND
The history of Alaska represents one of the darkest

pages of American colonial imperialism. The vast wilder-
ness ceded to us in 1867 following more than one hundred
years of Russian rule was never taken seriously by
Congress. Instead, this unique, wonderful, and valuable
land was the prey of special interest groups who, with the
aid of an indifferent Congress, exploited its natural
resources. Worse, but by design, the population in Alaska
was to remain disenfranchised until 1912.

The purchase of Alaska was negotiated between Secre-
tary of State Willard Seward and Baron Edouard
Stoeckel, Russian Minister to the United States. The pur-
chase was facilitated by several factors, among them the
fact that Alaska was too far from Saint Petersburg for
the Czar to effectively rule the land. The wealth in furs
that sustained most of Russia's interest was almost de-
pleted. Rumors of gold in the interior aroused Russian
concern that the place would become ungovernable, par-
ticularly if Americans and Canadians participated in the
inevitable rushes. At the time Russia was in dispute with
Britain, thus making a sale to the United States that
much more attractive. The land was sold for $7,200,000,
about two cents per acre and without formal boundaries.

The Russians, who governed the land under a strict
authoritarian hand, moved out as the Americans moved
in. However, the Americans did not bring a government
with them. For the next 17 years, Congress neglected to
enact legislation giving the land any form of civil govern-
ment. Various commissioners and military men assumed
limited jurisdictions over the southeastern panhandle but
they did not govern nor were the people who settled the
land given any form of representative voice in their
affairs.

The normal route to statehood was for a territory to be
organized by an Organic Act passed by Congress. Such
acts established a civil government, provided for land
distributions, and considered other matters necessary to
prepare a region for statehood. For Alaska, this process
fell flat. Seward's Ice Box was treated differently, much
like present day Puerto Rico.

FIRST ORGANIC ACT - 1884
When the Alaskan Organic Act finally passed Congress

in 1884, Congressional attitudes were very little im-
proved. Senate Bill 153, drafted by Senator Benjamin
Harrison of Indiana, constituted Alaska as a "Civil and
Judicial District." This totally inadequate act provided
for no representative government; rather a governor,
district judge, clerk of court, and four subsidiary judges
were appointed by the President. General United States
land laws were specifically excluded by the act, although
the mining laws were put into effect. The laws of Oregon
were declared the law of the District of Alaska so far as
they might be applicable; however, there was a major
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flaw. The civil government in the Oregon code assumed
town and county forms of government, yet both were
forbidden in Alaska because the general land laws were
excluded from the act. Local governments could not be
created, and if they were, their functions could have no
legal standing and their mandates could have no
authority. No representative, even a non-voting one, was
allowed to be seated in Congress. Alaska was formally
designated the District of Alaska. Thus was enacted the
First Organic Act which became law on May 17, 1884.

Former Alaskan Governor Ernest Gruening
(1968, p. 53) wrote:

"Alaska was a civil district in which the
civil administration was authorized only to
inspect, enforce the laws, and report, yet
denied the means either to inspect or enforce.

"Alaska was a judicial district, but Con-
gress had so confused its mandate that no
judge could be certain what the law was, and
the marshal and his deputies often lacked the
wherewithal to enforce a court order or sen-
tence when there was one.

"Alaska was a land district, but without
land laws."

The dismal administrative situation that resulted from
the First Organic Act was compounded by public apathy
and ignorance toward Alaska in the states. It would take
major gold rushes before the people in the states would
understand or even become aware of the Alaskan
situation, and before their representatives would re-
spond. belatedly, tentatively, and with piecemeal legis-
lation to try to correct defects in the First Organic Act.

The first major cry of "gold" came from Juneau in 1860
when gold was discovered along the Inland Waterway by
Joseph Juneau and Richard Harris. Next, in 1897, came
the Klondike gold discoveries centered around Dawson
City, Yukon Territory. The resulting stampede brought
50,000 fortune seekers to the northwest and most
traveled through the northern part of the Alaskan
panhandle on their way to the gold fields in Canada.
Towns such as Skagway and Dyea became major disem-

barkation ports during the years 1897 and 1898. Follow-
ing the Klondike strikes were those on the golden beaches
of Nome in 1900, and Fairbanks in 1902. Nome and Fair-
banks were in Alaska, so the fever settled on American
soil.

The economic fabric of Alaska between 1884 and the
early 1900's was dominated by a small group of very
wealthy, politically powerful corporate exploiters — fore-
most among them the Morgan-Guggenheim copper in-
terests. Civil government, and even basic justice, lan-
guished and the people in Alaska remained unable to
enjoy the fundamental benefits of government.
Gradually, beginning in 1906, Congress felt compelled to
enact limited, patchwork reforms, but this process was
painfully inadequate and slow.

For the National Bank Note buff, one piece of legis-
lation that was passed in 1906 provided most important-
ly for the election of a delegate to Congress, and also pro-
vided that Alaska should be referred to as the "Territory
of Alaska" instead of the "District of Alaska," as it had
been previously designated. Gruening (1968, p. 139)
writes cynically that this act conferred "a promotion
without the expense of territorial government or the self-
governmental features inherent in territorial status."

In 1908, the articulate and forceful Judge James
Wickersham was elected to serve as delegate to Congress.
With his influence sentiment developed in both Alaska
and the states for Congress to enact a Second Organic
Act that would hopefully establish a territorial form of
government for Alaska, and which Alaskans hoped would
pave the way for statehood.

SECOND ORGANIC ACT - 1912
On August 24, 1912, President Taft signed into law

Alaska's Second Organic Act. For the first time in 54
years, Alaskans could now elect a legislature. Unfor-
tunately, as with previous Alaskan legislation, the
Second Organic Act was notable not for what it did, but
rather for the powers and rights that it neglected. Land
distribution was left in a continuing state of disarray, and
many taxing and legislative powers normally awarded to
territorial legislatures were specifically precluded or
omitted. Alaska in 1912 was formally a Territory, both in
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Table 1. Statutory statuses of Alaska
under United States jurisdiction

Status

None
District
Territory
State

Period 

1867 - 1884
1884 - 1912
1912 - 1959
1959 - present

Reason

Purchase from Russia
First Organic Act
Second Organic Act
Statehood Act

name and in legal substance, but the people felt cheated
of an effective vehicle to transform their land into a state.
They were correct in their assessment — it would take
another painful 47 years to achieve that goal. A reluctant
and usually ignorant U.S. Congress would put occasional
patches on the Second Organic Act but the act would
prove to be inadequate and consistent with the past
legislative history dealing with our northwestern
"colony." The First Territorial Legislature assembled in
Juneau on March 3rd, 1913.

LABELS ON NATIONALS
Table 1 summarizes the various legal statuses of

Alaska. Technically Alaska was renamed a " Territory"
in the Delegate Act of 1906 but the term had little
meaning.

In order for an Alaskan National Bank Note to accu-
rately reflect the status of Alaska, it should bear the pro-
per status label at the time it was printed. The fact is that
most Alaska notes do not properly reflect the standing of
the region. Those that do not could be called phantoms!
Table 2 summarizes the labels actually found on Alaskan
Nationals and the theoretically correct status at the time
the notes were printed.

All the large-size notes issued by the First National
Bank of Fairbanks carry the designation "District of
Alaska." This simply means that the plates were never

altered to reflect the new status of Alaska resulting from
the Second Organic Act of 1912. All the Series of 1902
First National Bank of Juneau notes carry only the label
"Alaska," the word "Territory" being totally omitted
from the plate for some reason. All the 1929 Alaskan
notes, regardless of bank, came only with the "Alaska"
label.

To answer the question posed by the title of this article:
NO! — the 1882 Date Back from Juneau shown here is
not a phantom. It was issued when Alaska was a Terri-
tory and remains the only known note that properly re-
flects Alaska's Territorial status. In fact, it is the only
Alaska National known that bears the Territory label.

Alaska is unique in having had two Organic Acts prior
to attaining statehood. Consequently the District and
Territorial issues from Alaska are uniquely distinct from
each other. This fact makes Alaska unique in the annals
of National Bank Note collecting. There is no parallel
situation recorded on notes.
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Table 2. Status of Alaska and actual labels carried on Nationals.
Proper Designation 	 Applicable Issues

District of Alaska 	 Series of 1882 Brown Backs
Series of 1902 Red Seals
Early series of 1882 Date Backs
Early series of 1902 Date Backs

Territory of Alaska 	 Late series of 1882 Date Backs
Late series of 1902 Date Backs
Series of 1902 Blue Seal Plain Backs
Series of 1929 notes

Banks which issued the Type 

Juneau?
Fairbanks
Juneau?
Fairbanks
Juneau
Fairbanks*
Juneau,* Fairbanks*
Juneau,* Fairbanks,* Ketchikan*

( 5 ) indicates that the notes from the bank carry the wrong status label.
(?) indicates that no notes of this vintage are known.
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