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                                     Abstract
The 2,250 km Alaska-Canada (“Alcan”) Highway was developed through nearly uncharted wilderness over a period of only seven months in 1942. The road was one of the largest engineering projects undertaken in North America to that time. The project was motivated by the need to transport personnel and materiel to and from Alaska Territory via a secure overland route and to service airfields in the new Northwest Staging Route, by which aircraft were supplied to the Soviet Union under the terms of the Lend-Lease Act of 1941. The largest single obstacle to the construction and efficient operation of the initial Alcan “pioneer road” was ice-rich permafrost. Despite some prior experience with permafrost engineering in North America and repeated warnings by Arctic experts about the use of mid-latitude engineering techniques in permafrost regions, the U.S. Army initially adopted conventional construction techniques, with disastrous consequences. To remediate the situation, a permafrost engineering manual was commissioned and prepared by Dr. Siemon W. Muller, a Stanford University geology professor of Russian extraction. The manual, issued in classified form in 1943, was used to guide the reconstruction and realignment of permafrost-affected sections of the road. Republished in revised format by a private printer in 1947, Muller’s book was used widely in subsequent engineering projects in Alaska and northern Canada. Today, the renamed Alaska Highway is an all-season, hard-surfaced roadway providing access to Alaska and intermediate Canadian settlements.
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              The most important geographic fact of World War II is that it is being fought mainly in that northern temperate zone which, on a spherical earth, lies in a circle round the Arctic.
            

            –Vilhjalmur Stefansson (1944a, p. 295)
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