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A view looking east into the maw of 
Lake Clark Pass from near the head 
Of Lake C la rk . Photo courtesy of Lake Clark 

National Park and Preserve. 



LEFT: Wassillie Trefon and his fully 
loaded dog sled prepare to leave 
Tanalian Point for Miller Creek and the 
Telaquana Trail in 1939. Wassillie was 
a consummate practitioner of Dena'ina 
woodcraft and of travelling across the 
land in all kinds of weather and in all 

seasons. His and his descendants' 
lives embody the enduring Dena'ina 
presence in the Lake Clark country. 
Photograph courtesy of Helena Seversen Moses. 

H-15. 

RIGHT: Babe Alsworth pauses by his 
trusty Taylorcraft at Lower Twin Lakes 
in 1968 after re-supplying Richard 
Proenneke. Like Wassillie Trefon, Babe 
was a consummate practitioner of 
his profession, an old-time, Alaska-
bush pilot who began flying through 

Lake Clark Pass in 1939. Babe was 
tireless, amassing more than 30,000 
hours flying in the Bristol Bay region. 
He taught scores of young people to 
fly and was dedicated to serving the 
public by flying people and supplies 
through the region. Babe helped bring 

modernity to the isolated Lake Clark 
country and his sons and grandsons 
have continued on with careers in 
a v i a t i o n . Photograph courtesy of Raymond 

Proenneke, H-2170. 
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As the nation's principal conservation agency, the 

Department of the Interior has responsibility for most 

of our nationally owned public lands and natural and 

cultural resources. This includes fostering the conservation 

of our land and water resources, protecting our fish and 

wildlife, preserving the environmental and cultural values 

of our national parks and historical places, and providing 

for enjoyment of life through outdoor recreation. 

The Cultural Resource Programs of the National Park 

Service have responsibilities that include stewardship 
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sites, cultural landscapes, oral and written histories, and 
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Our mission is to identify, evaluate and preserve the 

cultural resources of the park areas and to bring an 

understanding of these resources to the public. Congress 

has mandated that we preserve these resources because 

they arc important components of our national and 
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Introduction 

T
H E N E E D FOR A T W E N T I E T H - C E N T U R Y LAKE 

Clark history has been apparent to U. S. National Park Service 

cultural resource staff since before the 1980s. Beginning in 

1985, Lake Clark National Park and Preserve funded a socio-

cultural study led by the late University of Alaska Fairbanks anthro­

pologist Linda J. Ellanna. She and her colleagues, such as Nondalton 

elder Andrew Balluta, linguist Jim Kari, ethnobotanist Priscilla N. 

Russell, Ranger Hollis Twitchell and his wife Pam, and park histo­

rian Sara Hornberger, amassed a great deal of data on all manner of 

Lake Clark-related subjects. For instance, they gathered more than 

1,000 Dena'ina place names, traditional Dena'ina plant uses and doc­

umentary information about the first Euroamericans who lived and 

prospected around Lake Clark. Much of this new data was collected 

through countless oral history interviews conducted with elderly local 

informants from Nondalton, Port Alsworth, Lime Village and other 

relevant locations. This work culminated in 1992 with the publication 

of the classic Alaska ethnography, Nuvendaltin Quht'ana: The People of 

Nondalton by Linda J. Ellanna and Andrew Balluta by the Smithsonian 

Institution Press. 

The writer wishes to thank Lake Clark National Park and 

Preserve's first superintendent, Paul Haertel, for his foresight, commit­

ment and guidance in initiating the original sociocultural study. Had 

Mr. Haertel and the U. S. National Park Service not undertaken this 

project back in 1985, much of this history, Native and pioneer history 

alike, would have been lost forever. 

One of the recommendations of the sociocultural study was 

for the National Park Service to publish a history of the "pioneer" set­

tlers around Lake Clark. The book was to focus on twentieth-century 

Euroamerican settlement on Lake Clark and how those settlers both 

impacted the indigenous Dena'ina population and were, in turn, in­

fluenced by the Dena'ina. The work was to be geared toward both an 

academic audience and a general readership of local people, park visi­

tors and others interested in Lake Clark National Park and Preserve. 

Sara Hornberger, longtime Bristol Bay educator and resident 

of Lake Clark, was the park historian for Phase I of the sociocultural 

study and one of the first scholars to look at Lake Clark through a 

historian's lens. Hornberger conducted more than 24 oral history in­

terviews with local elders, Native and non-Native alike. Many of her 

interviews were with direct descendants of the original Euroamerican 

settlers, the settlers themselves or Dena'ina elders who had grown up 

at Lake Clark in the 1910s, 1920s and 1930s, including conversa­

tions with Mary Seversen Wassenkari Clark, Floyd Denison, Katie 

Trefon Hill Wilson, Ida Carlson Meyer Crater and others. In addi­

tion, Hornberger did archival research and gathered historic photo­

graphs. She combined three fields—oral history, textual research and 

historic photographs—to form a broad outline of twentieth-century 

Lake Clark history. And a fascinating history it is, one based on a 

symbiotic relationship between strong people, both Native and non-

Native, and the natural world around Lake Clark. The lake with its 

stunning mountain terrain provided for a subsistence lifestyle based 

on an abundance of red salmon, brown bear, Dall's sheep, berries and 

other vegetal resources. 

The immediate hope to publish a Lake Clark history book 

did not materialize as it was originally proposed. However, because 

in the intervening 29 years a great deal of historical data in the form 

of primary source materials, government reports and a large number 
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A late 1920s image of Anton Balluta, 
stern, and Gillie Jacko, bow, paddle a 
three-hatch baidarka on Lake Clark. By 
the late 1920s the long era of the skin 
boats had passed on Lake Clark as the 
Dena'ina transitioned to constructing 
their water craft from whipsawed 
spruce planks. Photograph courtesy of the 
Tanalian School. H-2806. 

of historic photographs and film have become available to researchers 

and historians. 

The emphasis of this book is just as Linda Ellanna and Sara 

Hornberger proposed—to elucidate the Euroamerican settlers at 

Lake Clark, how they impacted the Lake Clark Dena'ina, and how 

the Dena'ina influenced them. The interdependent relationships be­

tween the early Euroamericans and the Lake Clark Dena'ina explain 

a lot about the successful lives that the some of the earliest permanent 

settlers seemed to enjoy at Lake Clark and the material enhancements 

the indigenous people enjoyed through increased trading, employ­

ment, education, and transportation opportunities. The definitive book 

on the people of Nondalton and Dena'ina history and culture remains 

Ellanna and Balluta's Nuvendaltin Quht'ana: The People of Nondalton. 

This book illuminates the decline of historic Kijik village, the 

transition to Old Nondalton by the survivors of the "Great Sickness" 

(a measles-influenza outbreak in 1900-1902) and the rise of present 

day Nondalton, all of which occurred during the first 40 years of the 

twentieth century. The first non-Native village on Lake Clark was 

probably at Portage Creek, followed by Tanalian Point and Kasna 

Creek on nearby Kontrashibuna Lake. With the advent of commercial 

aviation, Tanalian Point transitioned into Port Alsworth between 1944 

and 1950. Aviation was the means by which the remotely isolated and 

sparsely populated Lake Clark country was opened to the wider world, 

beginning the process of increased Euroamerican settlement which 

Matt Nieminen initiated when he made the first documented aircraft 

landing at Tanalian Point in 1930. 

This book is dedicated to Sara Hornberger and her legacy of 

historical research which has enriched the lives of all the people of 

Lake Clark, of Lake Clark National Park and Preserve and of those 

who visit and live in and around the park. I have been a prime benefi­

ciary of Sara's efforts as I now plow the many furrows of Lake Clark 

history that she initially opened so many years ago. 
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A Brief History of Lake Clark 

T
HE EARLIEST EVIDENCE OF HUMAN OCCUPATION 

around Lake Clark's shoreline has been found in a campsite 

on the east side of Hardenburg Bay at Port Alsworth. A small 

hearth revealed debitage, birch bark and charcoal, and radio car­

bon analysis showed occupation from 4,000 to 3,800 years before pres­

ent (BP), with the present being 1950. There are probably older sites 

on Lake Clark but very few archeological surveys have been conducted 

to date. There is a site elsewhere in Lake Clark National Park and 

Preserve, where radio carbon analysis indicates hunters chipped tools 

some 10,000 years BP. 

As anthropologist Alice J. Lynch has noted in her monograph about 

Kijik, Russian fur hunters first saw Lake Clark in the late eighteenth cen­

tury, but it was not until 1818 that Russian Pete Korsakovskiy visited Lake 

Clark and documented the inland Dena'ina name for the lake, "Kidzhik" 

or "place people gather lake." Also called Kijik, the name's meaning refers 

to the abundant salmon runs that enabled the Dena'ina to preserve large 

amounts of fish in underground caches which sustained them over the 

long winters. Overall, the Russians did not spend much time around Lake 

Clark, and their primary legacy was created not by the promysUenniki or 

"fur hunters,"but by the Russian Orthodox Church. Starting around 1845, 

a few priests from the Kenai Peninsula made infrequent visits to Kijik vil­

lage proselytizing the Dena'ina. During the next several decades, priests 

from Nushagak made very infrequent visits to Kijik holding church ser­

vices, baptizing residents and marrying couples. The isolated Lake Clark 

Dena'ina were probably the last Native people in the Bristol Bay drainage 

to be Christianized, during the last half of the nineteenth century.1 

1 A.J. Lynch. Qizhjeh: The Historic Tanaina Village of Kijik and the Kijik Archeological District. Fairbanks: 
Anthropology and Historic Preservation Cooperative Park Studies Unit, University of Alaska, Occasional 
Paper No. 2,1982, 8,11, 80 and 81. 

Charles Leslie McKay, stationed at Nushagak for the U.S. 

Signal Service, was the first American known to have visited Lake 

Clark, which he did on a collecting expedition for the Smithsonian 

Institution in 1882. Thereafter, while a very small number of prospec­

tors may have passed by Lake Clark, the next documented Americans 

to visit the lake were Albert B. Schanz, a writer for the nationally 

known newspaper, Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, and John W. 

Clark, the longtime trader for the Alaska Commercial Company at 

Nushagak, for whom the lake was named in 1891. 

In 1895-1896, after gold was discovered in creeks of the 

Turnagain country of the northern part of the Kenai Peninsula, thousands 

of prospectors flocked to Cook Inlet. Some prospectors from Turnagain 

fanned out to the Uiamna-Lake Clark district as a result of crowding on the 

Kenai. One such person was Lieutenant Hugh Rodman, U.S. Navy, who 

was on leave and also worked for the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey. In 

1898, Rodman came to Lake Clark in search of gold with Vasilli Riktorov 

from Old Iliamna village. They traveled by baidarka and on foot and they 

spent a few days in the mountains east of Kontrashibuna Lake but did not 

find any gold. Rodman wrote the first description of the terrain around 

what would initially be known as Tanalian Point and is now called Port 

Alsworth. Rodman paddled across Lake Clark to the north shore and 

visited the Dena'ina village at Kijik before returning to Old Iliamna. 

The first mining claims around Lake Clark were filed in 1906 

by Charles T Brooks, William L. von Hardenburg and possibly Harry 

Hicks on Kasna Creek, a small tributary on Kontrashibuna Lake, 

about 10 miles southeast of Tanalian Point. Hicks had been prospect­

ing around Cook Inlet since 1896. In the Turnagain country Brooks 

had been a Crow Creek miner and U.S. Commissioner at Hope and 
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