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What is heaven, anyway, but the power of  living 
among objects and actions of  consequence?

  James Dickey (as quoted by Robert Adams)



Kotzebue is located just above the Arctic Circle, along the western coast of  Alaska, north of  the   
Bering land bridge where the first humans crossed into the Americas. The first permanent  buildings 
along Front Street were erected in the 1850s, but when photographer Edward Curtis traveled to 
Alaska in 1928 to finish the last volume of  the North American Indian Project, he pointed his camera 
away from the structures of  Front Street. He, like other photographers since,  considered them to be 
an incursion on the authentic Native culture he wanted to  document.

My own arrival in Kotzebue was by jet, in May of  1987, intending to spend the summer, my first trip 
to Alaska. Within hours, I was on Front Street, photographing. During my time in Kotzebue, when in 
town, I walked along Front Street whenever possible—it was a place to watch the weather come in, to 
meet friends, and to check the mail. When I left Kotzebue four and a half  years later, some of  my last 
photographs were from Front Street.

I have never been able to explain to myself  the pull of  Front Street, other than the sheer  complexity 
and confusion of  the place. To the west is the water, and the sky over the water: the clouds dance, 
the wind blows—same as it ever was. On the other side, the town: a clutter of  buildings, power 
lines, snow machines, trucks—symbols of  something posing as progress. Both sides are ephemeral, 
 exposed to the magic of  light, perfect subjects for a camera.

The future of  Front Street (and all of  Kotzebue) is threatened, like the polar bear, by global warming. 
The city sits only a few feet above sea level, well within range of  a storm surge from the southwest. 
Plans are in place to erect a sea wall facing the sound, but that seems, at best, a temporary measure, 
one to buy a few years. If  sea levels rise by tens of  feet, as predicted, no reasonable engineering effort 
seems capable of  defending the town.

        Dennis Witmer
        Fairbanks, Alaska

For Rachel, who dreamed of  Alaska, and brought me here.
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Frontispiece:   NANA building and overfl ow, January 1988.  This photo was 
taken from the ice in front of  town, looking south, just as the sun is 
beginning to return. Overfl ow ice forms when water under the ice 
breaks through and runs onto the surface. The snow turns slushy 
and is quite dangerous for any traveler who has the misfortune of  
getting caught in it. After a time, the overfl ow freezes, and is no 
longer a hazard.  

1  Front Street, February 1988.  The Hamburger Hut was a business 
which remained open for only a few  years.  (I never ate there).  
Farther down, the house with the caribou antlers belongs to Gene 
Starkweather.  

2  Front Street, March 1988.  The tall antennas are for CB radios used 
to talk to friends and family around town, in boats, and in camp.  
CB radio had an advantage over the telephone in that there were no 
monthly bills to pay.

3  Front Street, late April 1989.  The beginning of  break-up in the 
spring of  1989:  note the chairs on the roof, facing northwest for 
the late evening summer sun.  The two-story building just beyond 
is the old Wein Hotel, a busy place during the 1950s and 60s, when 
polar bear hunters based in Kotzebue.  This era came to a close 
in 1971 with the passage of  the Marine Mammal Protection Act, 
which ended polar bear hunting for all except Alaska Natives.  At 
the right of  the picture, a single Super Cub is tied down on the ice 
in front of  town; during the polar bear hunting years, as many as 70 
airplanes would be tied down here during the few weeks in spring 
when the hunt occurred.  A dog team can be seen just under the 
airplane.  

5 Ice-out, Front Street, Kotzebue, early June 1987. The moving ice 
makes a hushed sound like the tinkling of  a chandelier in a breeze.  

6–7  Fishing for herring, Front Street, June 1991. Herring breed in the 
weeds of  the lagoon behind town, and can be caught only during 
the brief  run of  a few days in June.  Note the various forms of  
transportation seen here—the basket sled with a hitch for pulling 
behind a snowmachine, the three-wheeler, and the boat.  Three-
wheelers were used for only a few years in the 1980s, before they 
were taken off  the market due to the high number of  accidents 
resulting in bodily injury to be replaced by the slightly more stable 
four-wheelers.  This photo was made at about 9 PM—the sun is 
strong in the west.  

8  Front Street, summer 1989.   Note the woman carrying groceries 
into the house on the left.  The building on the right is the AC 
Marina, or the Polaris building, which was destroyed in a storm 
that fl ooded Front Street in late August 1989.  One of  the 
most infuriating habits of  locals is to give directions based on 
landmarks that are no longer there—but I caught myself  once 
giving a newcomer to town directions to the Pizza House—“just 

turn where the AC Marina used to be”—accurate directions, but 
completely useless…  

9  Fishing boats, Front Street, summer 1989.  The boats gathered 
on the beach were part of  the commercial fi shing fl eet—a small 
fi shery for Chum salmon (known on the Yukon as “dog salmon”).  
The fi sh were excellent, caught just as they left the ocean.  The roe 
was the most valuable part of  the catch, because high freight costs 
made shipping the whole fi sh economically unviable.  There were 
several years of  good prices in the 1980s, but the Kotzebue Sound 
fi shery collapsed with the arrival of  farmed Atlantic salmon on the 
national market.   

11  Mud, September 1988.  

12  -13  First snow, early October 1990.  

14  Agloo tug, Crowley Marine Terminal, October 1989.  All of  the 
bulk supplies—fuel, lumber, canned goods, and vehicles—are 
delivered to Kotzebue and villages beyond by barge.  The tug boats 
are pulled onshore for the winter to protect them from the ice.   

15  First snow, Front Street, Kotzebue, early October 1989. In the fall, 
just as the ice is forming, seals gather on the sandbars in front of  
town. The boat here is returning from hunting.

17  New ice, Kotzebue Sound, early October 1990.  This photo was 
taken from the beach, near the old dump, south of  town.  The last 
sea-going barge was parked in deeper water, just outside the frame. 
A storm is moving in from the southwest.  

18  New ice and storm, Front Street, October 1991.  This is one of  the 
last photographs I made in Kotzebue.  The circles of  ice are called 
“pan ice”.  The pans form in moving water when sheets of  new ice 
crash into each other and spin in the current.  

19  New ice and fresh snow, October 1988. The textures of  new ice are 
quite varied—this ice shows a sheet two inches thick pushed against 
the shore, with snow on top and water below. Kotzebue is protected 
from the open sea by the shallow waters of  the Noatak River Delta, 
so large pressure ridges from active sea ice form several miles out 
later in the winter.  

20  New ice and snow-go tracks, Kotzebue, November 1987.  Smooth 
ice is covered by fresh snow, and the fi rst tracks are cut.  

21  Fishing for tomcods, Kotzebue, November 1987. Tomcods are 
less than a foot long, and are caught by jigging through the ice, just 
after it forms in the fall.  Rachel and I have fond memories of  this 
afternoon, because it was the fi rst time we joined the community in 
the gathering of  food.  

23  Snow drift, near Kotzebue, February 1988. The cold wind sculpts 
the snow into sustrugi, knife-edged and nearly as hard as concrete.  

Captions and Notes

Walking on them leaves hardly a dent. This drift is on the beach 
ridge behind the old dump.  

24  Tundra and lagoon, Kotzebue, March 1988. The line of  structures 
is along the beach, south of  town.  

25  DEW Line station, Kotzebue, March 1988. The DEW (Distant 
Early Warning) Line was built during the 1950s and 1960s to watch 
for Russian bombers coming over the pole during the Cold War. 
By the time construction of  the station in Kotzebue was fi nished, 
Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) had been developed, 
making the DEW Line stations obsolete. However, crews were 
stationed in Kotzebue through the 1970s, and these buildings were 
their living quarters. They had both a bowling alley and a bar, and 
provided entertainment for local residents. By the time I arrived in 
the late 1980s, only the big “golf  ball” building housing the over-
the-horizon radar was active, manned by two people. I met one of  
the men while in Kotzebue. He was a total geek, but had with him 
a beautiful young Russian mail-order bride dressed in a green silk 
dress, red lipstick and high heels (in a town with no paved roads or 
sidewalks.). She stayed with him for three years—just long enough 
to obtain her legal residence. 

26  Kotzebue skyline, March 1988. View from the ice north of  town.  
Note the twin towers (for radio signals) and the small plane.  

27  Sea ice, looking west, spring 1988. View from near the DEW Line 
station. People who have spent a lot of  time fl ying in the Arctic 
seem to love this picture. Note the snow-go tracks just beyond the 
beach, the main trail going to Buckland and Shishmarif.  

28  Drifts near the dump, March 1988.  Most Americans do not 
think about where their garbage goes, and euphemize its ultimate 
destination as the “sanitary landfi ll”.  In Kotzebue, nearly 
everything that comes to town never leaves; there are no roads out 
of  town, no trees or hills to hide the garbage behind. Because of  
the shipping costs for bringing new things to town, people would 
often salvage anything they considered to be of  possible use—
lumber, snow machine parts, or tools.  The entrance to the dump 
served as an informal recycling center, a place to leave things that 
might be of  use to someone else.  The system did not always work 
perfectly—a friend complained that he once spent an afternoon 
cleaning his front yard, hauling everything to the dump, only to see 
most of  the junk reappear later that evening ten feet away in his 
neighbor’s lot.  

29  Dump, spring 1988.  This picture is full of  details, including the 
large sheefi sh in the foreground, discarded due to spring thaw in 
a town with few freezers.  One of  the more popular myths is that 
Native people use every part of  every animal, and waste nothing—a 
reassuring notion, especially for squeamish Westerners offended 
by the killing of  wild animals.  But a resident once noted that 

starvation was always only one bad season away, and local folklore 
is full of  stories of  hunger, starvation, and even cannibalism.  
Traditional belief  holds that an animal who passes within range 
of  a hunter is offering itself  up as food; this gift should not be 
refused. “I’d rather kill a few more animals than starve,” my friend 
noted. It is hard to argue with that logic.  

30-31  The Great Dump Fire of  1991. When I arrived in town in 1987, 
the city of  Kotzebue routinely burned the dump to reduce 
the volume of  trash (the rural township where I grew up in 
Pennsylvania did the same when I was a child in the 60s).  In 1991, 
the city was ordered to stop burning the garbage, and a huge pile 
of  trash started to accumulate.  At some point during the summer, 
“kids” lit the dump on fi re; the city fi refi ghters were ordered not to 
put out the fi re because the risk was too great that they would be 
exposed to toxic smoke.  This seemed like a fi ne strategy as long as 
the wind blew the smoke away from town, but the wind changed, 
smothering the town in a choking haze for days.  A few years later, 
federal funds were provided for a new landfi ll, which was promptly 
fi lled with asbestos materials from dismantling the DEW Line 
station.  A third landfi ll was made, which is managed in accordance 
with state law; trash is promptly buried under gravel.  

33–36   Night on Front Street, Kotzebue, November 1988.  These 
photographs were made on a warm evening; the wind was calm and 
the temperatures in the plus 20s—so balmy it felt almost tropical.  

36–39  Storage buildings, Front Street, Kotzebue. One of  these buildings 
is more that 100 years old, but was fi rst erected as a trading post 
about 100 miles east of  Kotzebue, along the Selawik River at the 
now deserted village of  Nillik.  It was disassembled and  moved 
to the village of  Selawik in the 1920s, and fi nally moved again to 
Kotzebue in the late 1930s.  

40  Bulldozer, Front Street, Kotzebue, September 1987.  The beach in 
front of  town is constantly being rebuilt due to storm damage—
this project was to install erosion mats of  concrete blocks and steel 
cables 

41  Fishing nets, Front Street, Kotzebue, September 1987.  

42  Ground blizzard, Front Street, Kotzebue, March 1990. 

43  Jeep on Front Street, spring 1989.  

44-45  Rotman’s store, Front Street, Kotzebue.  This store is a landmark 
along Front Street, and has been in business since the 1920s.  It 
is covered with durable, wind resistant, beautiful white asbestos 
shingles. 

46–47  Lund, Ice-out, Front Street, Kotzebue, June 1990. 

51  Front Street, October 1987. 
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Colophon

The James Dickey quote was taken from Robert Adam’s book Beauty in Photography:  Essays in Defense of  
Traditional Values, Page 25, published by Aperture Foundation, 1986.  The quote seems to be lifted incompletely 

from a review in 1966 published in the New York Times Book Review—the full quote reads ”What is heaven, 
anyway, but to live eternally among objects and actions of  consequence”.    

I prefer the Adams version of  the thought.  

Special thanks to Bob Adams and Bob Lowing—my two teachers.

Thanks to Gary Pfaff  for all the support.  

Thanks to the many locals who told us stories—Lloyd and Hannah Davis, Ralph Ramoth, Victor Karmen, 
Tommy O, Bob and Carrie Uhl, Chuck and Nancy Johnson, and many others.

Thanks to our friends from our years in Kotzebue—Jerry and Mary, Brad and Mary, Lee Anne and Jim, Susan, 
Doug and Christie, Richard and Patty, Jim and Randy, Kate and Bill, and Jerry and Sandy.  

Thanks to Seth Kantner for writing so beautifully about Northwest Alaska.
I hope these photographs are as clear and true and loving as your words.

Thanks to Sylvia Plachy and Hal Gage, who worked hard to help edit this book—
though in the end, I returned to the error of  my ways.  

Thanks to those who helped bring the book to completion, especially Sue Mitchell at UA Press, 
and Sandra Boatwright.  

My biggest debt is to Rachel for insisting that I keep getting bigger cameras 
because I still wasn’t getting the space.   

  




