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Black regiments helped
build the Alaska Highway

and pave the road to

desegregating the military

By Kit Barnard]

HE 1,387-MILE
ALASKA
HIGHYWAY
traversing rug-
ged Alaska and
Canada wildemess rnks
asone of the ultimate road
tripa. But the two-lane,
paved highway through
the remote sub-Arctic
terftory’s northem prairies,
bomeal forests and river
valkeys is much more than a
stunming seemic drive,

The Alaska Highway is
lso an insghitlul journey
throwgh World War 1T
national defense strategy
and military service history.

The military called
the pianesr road it built
the ALCAM, shart for
Alaska-Canada highway,
From south tonorth it
travels from Dawson Creek,
EBritish Columbia, through
the remote Yukon, across
the Canada-United States
border to Delta Junetion,
Alaska, and Fairbanks
heyomil.

1o just ekght months from
March through October
1942, 10,607 soldiers from
seven LS. Army Corpa
of Engineers regiments,
fwo engineer topographic
hattalions and two engineer
companies blazed o
road through seemingly
impenetrable wikderness
at hlistering speed. In
addition, the work of 3,695

African American engineers
in the segregated %3rd,
ith, 97th Engineer General
Service Regiments contrib-
uted todesegregation of
the United States military
i 1548,

“The engineers' work,
akmgskle that of more
African American units
fighting in World War 11 and
ather 20th century con-
flicts, showed that African
Americans were more than
capable, competent and
every bil equal to white
soldiers in performing their
duties,” says Eric Reinert,
curator of the LS, Army
Carps of Engineers (fTice of
Histary.

Prior to Wierld War 11, the
anly way to travel from the
cantiguous United States to
what wasthen the Alaska
Terrtory was by charter
Mighits e ships,

But when the Japanese
bombed Pearl Harbsor
on Dec, 7,1941, uikling
asupply road to defend
Alaska's coastline became
a top pricrity, With the
Japanege Navy patralling
the Pacific Ocean and Gulf
of Alaska, shipping war
equipment by sea convoy
was too hazardous,

“Immediately after Pearl
Harbor, o series of military
disasters in the Pacific
heightened the sense of

urgency among military
and paolitical leaders. The
Japanese defeated Ameri-
can troops in the battles
of Guam, Wale Island and
Bataai i the Philipgiies
o eoprbured all that
territory,” Relnert says,

Om Feb. 11, 1942, Presi-
dent Franklin D, Roosevelt
approved punching a road
through the wildemess to
trangpart fighter planes,
tanks, jeeps, trucks and
supplies for Alasks's
defense. In March, Canada
agreed o allow the propect
in their territory.
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At the outset of World War Il, approximately 3,700 segregated
Black soldiers helped build nearly 1,400 miles of highway
across Alaska and Canada. On Oct. 25, 1942, Cpl. Refines Sims
Jr., left, and Pvt. Alfred Jalufka shook hands at the “Meeting of
Bulldozers™in Beaver Creek, Alaska.



