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Th~ f1i;an;ey HOI Springs Ho te;, cir ca 1910 (University of Alaska Archives photo, Charles Bunnell CollectiQn). 

Pu tting geothermal energy to practical 

·;e is not a new concept, although we 

' 1dV be tempted to think of it that way 

~u r:l g our present search for alternative 

:~c "g 'l sources . Most of us can recall 

c "qp.s from film and story of young 

10 dens trem bling at the brink of a 

.'Jl ca nic crater while the local high priest 

:l c'llS some ex hort atio n to an a ngry god. 
)Jcn scenes swee p the pages of a ntiquity 

:l{! seem to be a primitive, but ve ry 
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e ffective, com bination of population and 

weat her control. 
In th e northe rn regions of th e globe , 

the reco l'd is vag ue as to whether or not 

any such geothermal t echniques were 

emp loyed , but we can probably ass llme 

they were not for various reasons, not the 

least of w hich would be the see mingly 

continuous shortage of young ma idens in 

northern c limes. The re was, though, at 

least one practi ca l geo therma l expe riment 
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that was made some years ago in Alaska. 

It did not involve the intense fire of a 

volcano, but rather the placid water of a 

few small thermal springs. The place was 

what is now known as Manley, Alaska. 

The time was the first decade of the 20th 

century . And the story of the experiment 

is a tribute to the energy and ingenuity 

of the men of that time. 

Tod ay , the village of Manley, loca ted 
about 90 air miles northwes t of Fa ir -
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ban ks, is a sma! I and pleasant commun ity . 
. B 1 

of around 70 pe rmanent inhabitants. ut 

in 1900 th ere wa s no village or inhabitants 

Cleary Creek diggings with several 

hundred thousand dollars in gold nuggets 

lining his pockets. and looking to increase 

time or has ever been attempted since. 

The early prospectors in ' Alaska d id 

place a value on thermal sQLi.ogh.<llid..1 · " 

were developed in several locations _ anclthe pr ese nt site appeared in dis tin

gu is hab le fmm the other orrITol'nI a1Td-s 

<lIang the north shore of the Tanana 

River . Th" re \I'as a difference, however, 

and in 190 ( a IJI'ospec tor by the name of 

J . F '- K,Jr ,hnc r ciiscovered several hot 

water sp ring:; issuing hom .a small depres· 

sian between the two hills about a mile 

north of one of the many sloughs w hich 

meander from the main channel of the 

Tanana . 

his wealth in the new fields of Tofty and 

Eure ka . CifCle Hot Sprlllgs, Pilgrrm SO:p-r~in-g-s-, -a-n-o-' -1-- ---

Wheth e r Kal'shner was actually the 

first I'/h ite ma n to discover the springs is 

not cert a in . bu t he has been 'credited with 

dOing so. 5;nce immediately after hi s dis· 

covery, he stak ed the iancl surrounding 

the spri ngs as a homestead, built a cabin 

and too k up res idence. I t is interesti,ng t o 

specul a r~ abo ut Karshn er's motives for 

settli ng 3[ the springs. Like most prospec· 

tors, he was undoub tedly fam ilia r with 

va st area s of Ala s ka , and yet whe n he 

finall y made his stake , it was not a gold 

claim, but a homestead, m iles from the 

nea rest se ttlement, with or. IY a few ho t 

water springs as a t reaSUi'B. 

Pe r' haps Karshner rLd ; lcve a motive 

other than merely an inci inat ion tCI sett le 

d O'v'vn . . Fo r vvithin thF. V:=:ai, rich go ld 

strikes a t nearby To fty and Eureka 

brought th ousands of m iners to the 

,reg ion and soon the banks of the slough, 

only 2 fe w hundred yards f rom Karshner 's 

spr ings, were lined with tents and cabin 

starts. A village was fOI'm inq within sight 

of his cabin and we can only wonder w hat 

role Karshner visual ized h is homestead 

and his hot springs would play in the 

coming boom. We have no way of know

ing what Karshner, the prospector, knew 

about the potential of his hot springs in 

those early days; we only kno w that they 

did not lie idle for long . 

One of the new immigrants to the 

country was a man called Frank Manley . 

Not much is known about him ,"xcept 

th at he was originally from Texas, a state 

wh ich he had left in some haste to seek 

the anonymity of the Alaskan gold fi ~ lds. 
It is alleged that his real name was Willard 

Beaumont, and some years after the gold 

rush, he was to return to Texas to stand 

trial for horse stealing, of which he was 

acquitted . But in the years 1901 to 1902, 

he was Frank Manley, fresh hom the 
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Apparently Manley found something 

he thought more lucrative than digging 

for gold. The camp by the ~ot springs was 

growing into a major supply depot for the 

mines back in the hills, Services were 

needed, and Manley had capital to invest. 

And there sat Karshner with his home

stead and hot springs . 

It is not clear exactly what form the 

partnership between Manley and Karshner 

took, but the result was the largest experi 

ment in putting geothermal energy to 

work that was known in Alaska at the 

o 

Chena Hot Springs, to name the major 

ones. But these were mainly used as 
resorts with bathing pools and ho t 

running water, small oases of heat in a 
cold and rugged wilderness. The experi. 

ment into w hich Manley and Karshner 

entered, however, was something new. 

Today we w ould call it a "total energy 

concept"; then it was merely considered 

Yankee ingenuity . 

The idea was to create a plantation, 

resort, and hotel less than 120 miles sou th 

of the Arctic Circle. And the energy 
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Re-creation of a sketch map made by Waring showing the extent of the agricultural improvements 
at the hot springs. 
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: 0U ~ i ry and hog bar:1$ nea ' i'l1im tey Hot Springs area, 1910. The barns were heated by water carried in buried ilqueducts (Unive,·sity of Alaska 
~'ch ives. Charles Bun ne ,; Co ilecrion ). 

. ~-:d by the v"Vater !.J r the thermai springs . 

l.a nd was cleiired 3nd cu ltivated , and 

.;[1', 10LJ ~; fro m the c i22r:ng, a sixty-roo m 

'J! I' : \lva5 built and heated with hot wa te r 

IH I from the sp ring s. Enclo sed ba thi ng 

.)ols were built be hind the hate! in vary 

-'9 temperatures to SU it the tas te of the 

l ost discriminating m ine r. A d a iry was 

:ar ted and hay and feee! grains were 

:"Own on the ge ntly slo p ing h illsides 

':)ove the springs. Greenhouses w ere con 

'fucted and heated for year·round grow

'9 by piped·in hot water. A wide variety 

: ve~letCliJl e crops were grown on garden 

·Ols immediately adjacent to the springs. 

:,ve ral yarcl s down the slope from the 

' 0 11 1 the springs, a wooden stockade en 

,os,!d appro x imately four acres. Inside 

le stockade wa s a long building in which 

:)u1 try and hogs were housed. In the 

:lo rograph, a buried conduit can be seen; 

':'esumably its purpose was to supply 

';a t to this buiiding . 

The favora ble location of the springs 

:,: rn itted a ll hot water transmission lin es 
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to supply their water by gravity flow and 

no mechanical pumping devices were re

q ui re d. There is no way for us to make an 

accurate calculation as to the total 

amount of geothermal energy that the 

Ma nley· Karshner operation utilized, but 

f rom Waring's (1917) account of flow 

rates and temperatUl·es made only a few 

years a fter the peak of agricultural pro· 

duction, we can make a rough estimate of 

the energy available. If we assume the 

average water temperature to be 1280 F, 

the total flow rate to be 145 gpm, and 

the useful work to be transferred between 

the temperatures of 1300 and 900 F, the 

total useful energy available would be 

about 2.7 x 106 Btu/ hr . 

Little is known about the financial 

sllccess of the operation, either, tiut one 

statistical fragm ent remains. Waring re

ports that in 1910, the Manley-Karshner 

operation shipped 150 tons of potatos 

clown river to the Iclitarocl m ining district. 

And if we assum e a price of Sl a pOllnd 

as reasonable for potatoes in those in· 

5 

flated gold rush days, a ticil~y gross of 

5300,000 could have been realized from 

that single transaction. Presumably the 

sale of eggs, milk, meat and fresh 

vegetables was restricted to the local 

market at the mines of Tofty and Eureka. 

Unfortunately, this early attempt to 

use the geothermal energy contained in 

the thermal springs was short·lived. By 

1913, the production of the mines began 

to decline, and in April of that same year 

the hotel burned to the ground, never to 

be rebuilt. By the time the United States 

entered the First World War, the village 

by the ho t spri ngs, wh ich had become 

known as Manley, was all but abandoned 

and Frank Manley himself was off to 

another adventure in the Iditarod district. 

The gold rush in Alaska was over. The 

nation had turned its attention back to 

the Old World, and the native flora 

around the hot springs began to reclaim 

what had been the Manley-Karshner geo

thermal experiment. 

Today the hot springs are owned and 

operated by Charles and Gladys Dart . 

.The Northern Engineer 



A few go ld rush so phist icates among the corn and potato fields. NOle the stone cribbing surrounding one of the hot springs at the lower left IU niversity 

of Alaska A rchives photo. Mrs_Luther Gordon School ing Collection). 
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A Sunday promenade about the 
plantatic,n. Again, note the stone 
cribbing . around the spring Which is 
tapped 13y buried aqueducts (Uni
versity 01' Alaska Archives photol-

1te Darts still use the spring water fo(' 

I <,.ating their horne and a 72' x 12?' green- . 
'ouse where each year they raise what 

Il iS author considers to be the finest 

Jmatoes available in the state_ The Darts 

I Hen pick fresh asparagus in season, now 

. ;ol'Ving wild near the springs - a remnant· 

! the Manley-Karshner gardens. Wild I :rawberries still abound as we·II, but the 

I=YS of a rich plantation in the midst of 
. 1\' I le'taiga are over. 

i ' One puzzling aspect of the Manley

;li arshner operation is the ' apparent 

·atter-ot-fact attitude with which it was 

'9arded at the time. Th is must be so, 
. lee there is such a small amount of 

I ,ale rial in print describing t.he operation, 
~ nile so many 'other details about the 

" :old rush days and the ways northern 

4- jj .. -'migrants dealt with the land are so well 
)Cumented. Perhaps it was taken for 

. 2nted by those early pioneers that any-
l I t' !' I ~ with any sense could see the value in 

I ·o' 

the natural energy contained in the hot 

springs and only a romantic fool would 

not put it to some use in such a cold and 

hostile environment. Or, perhaps in their 

search for gold, they never really noticed. 

In our generation, we can no longer 

afford not to notice. The gold of ollr 
time is the very energy which sustains 

our civilization, and no non-polluting 

source should be overlooked, There are 

more than one hundl'ed hot springs in the 

state of Alaska alone, and many of these 
should be suitable fOl' agricultural opera

tions similar to the Manley·Karshner 

experiment. World food production is an 
ever-increasing problem and as the eyes 

of nations are turning north in their 

search for new energy sources and raw 
materials, why should as basic a com

modity as food be neglected? Maybe we 

need to look back 75 years for some new 

ideas . 

7 

Hay and grain crops ' were raised on 
the gently sloping hillsides above the 
springs (University of Alaska 

Archives, Charles Bunnell Collec· 
tion). 
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