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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The site of the Chilkat Oil Company refinery is at the head of Katalla 
Slough, a salt water arm of Katalla Bay. The bay is about 110 miles 
west of Mt. St. Elias and 20 miles southeast of the mouth of the 
Copper River, Nearby lowlands are covered with spruce, fir, and 
henlock, while the vslley of the Katalla River is a luxuriant, grass 
covered meadow,

Historical photos (ca. 1925-1928) show a warehouse, tank house, still 
house, running house, coal oil house, residence, condensing house, 
and trackage of the horse-drawn tram that carried supplies in the oil 
field. An undated plan, believed to have been prepared about 1922, 
also shows these structures.

Today only ruins are evident. A 1972 examination of the site revealed 
only one standing structure--a steel storage tank, and a jumble of 
collapsed buildings, oil field hardware, etc.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Historically, men's interest in Alaska has been stimulated by her resource 
whether mineral or living. The State's history can be traced by various 
attempts to exploit this potential wealth, including the vast reservoirs 
of petroleum. The site of the Chilkat Oil Company Refinery, the first 
such petroleum processing plant in Alaska is therefore associated with 
events that have contributed to the broad pattern of the Forty-ninth 
State's history.

Although it is unclear when the first well to be serviced by the Chilkat 
Refinery was drilled, it is known that the first well in the Katalla area 
was drilled in 1902. A strong flow of gas bubbles to the surface of the 
Katalla River, widespread seepages, and exposed joints of shale beds 
ooeing petroleum had guided oil seekers to the region.

A series of dry and '-producing wells were drilled in the general area by 
prospectors during the next eight years and by 1910 several wells had 
tapped the Katalla reservoir. In 1911, the Chilkat Oil Company began 
construction of a refinery to service wells on its 151 acre patented 
claim. Eventually, thirteen wells producing about 1,000 barrels a month 
were pumped by steam through a short pipeline which carried the oil to 
the refinery site at the head of Katalla Slough.

A simple fire-still process produced marketable products as reflected in 
a 1921 oil sales statement:

gasoline - 51,671 gallons
distillate - 248,212 gallons
diesel oil - 8,289 gallons
kerosene - 8,814 gallons

All production was run into 100-gallon steel barrels and sold along the 
Alaskan coast to operators of boats, canneries, and mines. A 50-ton 
boat carried a load of sixty 100-gallon drums to Cordova and other points 
once a week.

In 1933, however, a fire partially destroyed the refinery and production 
stopped. Since then no oil from Katalla has been marketed, but the 
refinery remains, oil field equipment, and seep puddles remain to mark the 
site of Alaska's first refinery.
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