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Fairhaven Ditch is located

"The largest ditch on the Seward Peninsula,
airhaven Ditch was just over thirty-eight miles long, measured eleven

feet wide at the bottom and eighteen feet wide at the top, and had banks
that were sometimes as much as four. feet high.

The ditch was in use until the middle of the second decade of‘this '
century. Deterioration has naturally taken place over the years--the
banks have narrowed to less than two feet
and have widened to considerably more than -eighteen feet in places; the.
- 500-foot-1ong dam , is still visible, although presently
heavily grown over; only remains of a water-control device on the upper
section are visible today; and supporting structures for pipes. such as
those near have collapsed.
Nevertheless, the basic teatures which contribute to the historical
s1gn1f1cance of the ditch remain. ,

Buildings Associated with Fairhaven Ditch

1. Located approximately this
cabin presumably functioned as a construction/maintenance structure.

It is a fifteen-by twenty-one-foot plank, gable-roofed structure
with a six~by-nine-foot. shed entryway. One-by-three-inch battens
held canvas, and tar paper covering.. One wooden bed frame remains
inside and debris outside--reindeer skulls and bones, C-ration
cans,. for example--indicate continued and varied use.

2. Cabins. Two cabins stand at— One is a
fifteen-by-eighteen-long gable-roofed plank structure, with battens
‘'used for attaching tar paper. [Inside are nine bed frames attached
to the walls, remains of a stove and bearproof food box.

The second cabin is of similar construct1on and measures fifteen-
by-eighteen feet. Three wooden bed frames remain inside as does a
stove with the name "Langs Alaska, 1923". Boards are marked "F.
Mining Co. Deering" and a paper on a window is dated August 23,
1910. Telephone insulators are attached to the outside wall, as is
what appears to be a wood frame.

Debr1s outside the cabins includes remains of a stove and s1ed

3. Co]-lapsed remains of two stru'cture's' remain at-
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Fairhaven Ditch was the 1argest of more’ than 500 m11es of d1tch constructed
on the Seward Peninsula to carry water to placer mines during the he1ght
of the gold rush during the first decade of the twentieth century..
Built to overcome a too-limited supply of water, Fairhaven Ditch 1s
significant as ‘a‘remarkable feat of engineering--the ditch w=s carried
water more than thirty-eight miles through mostly lava rock and permafrost
to allow full exploitation of the gold mines of theH The
ditch remains as a monument to engineering accomplishments in the harsh
arctic environment. It reminds us of the excitement of that colorful
time when the eyes of a fascinated world focused on northwest Alaska and
is silent testimony to the ingenuity and hard work of the men and women
who searched for gold in what can be one of the most inhospitable and
isolated environments on earth.

HISTORY

~ The discovery of gold near present-day Nome, ATaska in AUguét 1898 soon

" brought as many as 20,000 people to the Seward Perinsula in ‘search, of
their fortunes. By 1900 the minérs who had:swarmed into thé new m1n1ng
camp had exhausted the sands on the beaches near Nome and had begun to
‘do the same to the easiest-worked creek ahd bench placers. Though
small, independent miners would continue to work their placers across
the peninsula for years to come, real success would depend upon improved

methods and ]arge ~-scale operations. (1)

Water supply on the semi-arid Seward Peninsula, where annual precipitation
rarely exceeds ten inches a year, few natural reservoirs exist to capture
what water there is, and too gentle slopes and Tow grades of creek

valleys prevent high pressure from deve10p1ng, would not support the
large-scale hydraulic mining. ~ Mer with valuable lands and sufficient
ucap1ta1 turned to ditches to supply the water necessary. (2) :

In 1901 W. L Leland and J.M. Davidson designed and began construction on

the Miocene Ditch to carry water to the claims along —
Encouraged by their success, others followed. By 1909

forty-two ditches carried more than 52,000 inches of water a total of
569 miles, something that led one obseryer to exclaim: "If death will
covenant with me that I may 'die 1in the last ditch' constructed in

NOfthwestern Alaska T will measure my life by centuries."(3)
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he peninsula is Fairhaven Ditch, whicﬁ‘

Representative of the d1tches on .
runs approximatel

Gold had been
discovered on the -and other drainages of the northeastern .

Seward Peninsula in 1900-1901. In 1905 the owners of Fairhaven Water -
~Company commissioned C.L. Morris, an'engineer from Seattle with considerable

| experience in ditch construction on the Seward Peninsula, to survey and’
construct a ditch that would carry water . froré‘n #

Morris surveyed in 1905‘and comnenced work in 1906. Dur1ng that summer,
the 100 men in his employ built a 500-foot-long by. five- foot-high dam-
across the to conserve run-off, the seventeen-

mile-long upper section that ran through a. lava formation from

‘Complet1on came the following July with. the construct1on of the. remaining :
half of the lower section, the half-mile-long middle section, 1nsta11at1on

of 10,600 feet of pressure- pipe leading from the
to the. m1nes and a d1vers1on dam and waste d1tch at the m1nes

. Construct1on of Fa1rhaven D1tch was’ a remarkab]e accomp11shment Men ;

. worked.in‘a- c11mate that can be hot. one moment, cold and rainy the next
 All:the: t1me they would have: worked amid'almost. un1mag1nab1e swarms of
.‘;v1c1ous insects::  The ditch, which was among the longest on. the pen1nsu1a,-
~ "was eleven feet wide at the’ bottom and ran seemingly endlessly through

~ lava:formations; and permafrost across the barren landscape. In fact,

- practically all of the upper ditch- and at least three-fourths of the ‘
lower ditch ran through permafrost. ‘When the top layer of earth was
“removed and .water run through the ditch the ice below melted and the
“bottom settled at least two feet in most places and the banks widened as.

- much as fifteen or twenty feet. Fine material carried along by the water"
- was redeposited along the sides and-bottom, forming a tight lining. -

- ‘Measurement showed that nearly-all.the water turned into the intake was
- delivered at the m1nes, nearly forty miles away. In fact, when the

ditch was opened in September 1907, it was necessary to add a second

_penstock- to reduce the pressure

_ R
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The edltors of . the A]aska Yukon Magaz1ne pred1cted, in 1907, that comp]et1on
of Fairhaven Ditch would make the -Fairhaven Water Company the largest
"shippers of gold from this section for a number of years." . Whether
this.prediction was fulfilled is impossible to say as the company refused

to give out the amount of gold taken by them. There seems to be little

question, however, that Fairhaven Ditch allowed for the full exploitation

of the company's claims cn the — There mines were, according to
one observer, located on the best placer streams in Alaska, and they -

- reputedly took out $90,000 from one cut. Total output of gold from the
Fairhaven District was $415,000 from 1901-1903. After the Fairhaven
Ditch opened, in 1908, the mines on the produced as much
as $500,000 themselves. By 1930 the mines: of the Fa1rhaven D1str1ct had

produced a tota] of $5 727,100. (7)

'Product1on trailed off rap1d1y, however The records do not indicate
exactly when the company stopped using Fairhaven Ditch. As late as o
1918, the company operated a dredge on the but two years later
reported that their claims had played out. A]though the ditch was '

- clearly not in use at that time, it was still in sound. condition. The
company sold the smaller pipe to ‘people 1iving: but left the

: 1arge p1pe (24 30 1nches) on- the ground (8) . SRR
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Henshaw and G.L. Parker. USGS Water Supply Paper 314. Washington,
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