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Gateway to Yukon 
Watson Lake is the first major settlement north of the 
British Columbia border on the Alaska Highway. It is 
located at the junction of the Robert Campbell Highway 
and the Alaska Highway, and 22 km east of the Stewart 
Cassiar Highway.

The modern community of Watson Lake is in the 
traditional territory of the Kaska Dena. Kaska territory 
extends across 240,000 square kilometers of land in 
southeast Yukon, southern Northwest Territories and 
northwest British Columbia. In pre-contact times, the 
lakes around Watson Lake were important fishing 
and harvesting sites for the Kaska Dena. Travel and 
trading routes also passed through this region. Today, 
the First Nation continue to live, travel and hunt in their 
traditional land. 

With the discovery of gold in the Cassiar region in the 
1870s, outsiders began to settle in the area. The town of 
Watson Lake is named for Frank Watson who, at the turn 
of the twentieth century, interrupted his quest for gold in 
the Klondike to settle here and maintain a trap line.

In the 1930s, pioneer aviator Grant McConachie 
envisioned a great circle route from Edmonton to China. 
His company, Yukon Southern Air Transport Ltd., began 
with a contract to deliver mail to Whitehorse. Eventually, 
this developed into Canadian Pacific Airlines. 
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McConachie hired Jack Baker, Vic “Tiny” Johnson and 
Frank Watson to set up the first radio shack and landing 
strip at Watson Lake. In 1940, prior to the construction of 
the Alaska Highway, the Canadian government improved 
the facilities and planes destined for Alaska on the 
Northwest Staging Route stopped here at Watson Lake.

The original townsite was located at the airport where 
two settlements had formed: the United States military 
and the Canadian military. A third community grew at the 
intersection of the Alaska Highway and the airport road 
and became known as the “Wye”. The “Wye” grew into 
what is now Watson Lake. In 1946, the Canadian Army 
took over the airport community when the U.S. Army 
departed. Military presence at the Watson Lake Airport 
gradually declined and in 1961 many of the community’s 
buildings were demolished or moved to Watson Lake.

The oldest buildings in the Town of Watson Lake 
date from 1942. Timber construction predominated 
and required a minimum of skill. There are also some 
prefabricated buildings dating from the period. Local 
logs were milled flat on three sides and were chinked 
with whatever was handy – blankets, rope, old clothing, 
moss and oakum.

Construction of the Robert Campbell Highway began 
in the 1960s to provide a service road to mining 
developments in east-central Yukon. The 583 km 
highway is named for Robert Campbell, a nineteenth-
century Hudson’s Bay Company fur trader and explorer. 
The route heads north past the Watson Lake Airport.  
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Visitor Information Centre
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Begin your walking tour of Watson Lake at the Visitor 
Information Centre after enjoying the interior displays. In 
front of the centre there is a replica of the first signpost 
in the Sign Post Forest. The replica was erected in 1992 
as part of the celebrations for the 50th anniversary of the 
Alaska Highway and to honour the 341st Engineers of 
the U.S. Army who built this section of road. The Visitor 
Information Centre is open from May until September.

During World War II and the construction of the Alaska 
Highway, the U.S. Army posted directions to various 
locations in Yukon and added New York, Chicago and 
Tokyo. A homesick G.I. named Carl Lindley was ordered 
to work on damaged signposts and, taking the task to 
heart, set up his own signpost to his Illinois hometown. 
His signpost has grown into a forest. Today there are 
thousands of signposts to places around the world. Look 
for “Gertrude”, a 1938 International TD 35 tractor that 
worked for 40 years on Yukon building projects, including 
the Alaska Highway construction. The Sign Post Forest 
was designated a Yukon Historic Site in 2013.

Sign Post Forest
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Watson Lake Motors
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Watson Lake Motors was built in 1953 as a four-bay 
garage (east end of the building) to service private 
vehicles after the ban on civilian vehicles on the Alaska 
Highway was lifted. “Motors” offered towing, mechanical, 
welding and body repair services. The gas pumps were 
added in 1955 and two additional repair bays were 
built soon after. This was once the busiest shop in the 
territory and the largest north of Fort St. John.

Take the time to walk around Wye Lake on the easy 
3 km trail. Commonly seen around the lake and 
surrounding forest, are squirrels, birds and waterfowl. 
You can find interpretive signage about local flora and 
fauna along the trail.

Wye Lake Park
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Air Force Lodge (RCAF Building No. 30)
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In 1961, the Canadian Army split this 1940s-era 
barracks into two pieces and moved it from the Watson 
Lake Airport into town. Pete Johnson, who was a 
carpenter, trapper and a jack-of-all-trades, bought the 
building. He replaced the original steam engine heat with 
a wood heater but otherwise left the interior much as he 
found it. When Johnson died in 1988, the furnishings in 
each small bedroom and the row of bathroom sinks were 
still intact. RCAF building No. 30 is typical of several 
log barracks that can still be found in Watson Lake. The 
current owner has completed extensive renovations, 
while maintaining the floor plan and other historic 
elements of the building.

This log building, originally from the Watson Lake 
Airport, was moved to this site in the mid-1960s. During 
World War II, approximately 100 log buildings at the 
Watson Lake Airport served both the U.S. and Canadian 
armies. In addition to the airport itself, buildings included 
barracks, community facilities and shops. At the end 
of the war, the U.S. Army departed but the facilities 
continued to be used by Canadian Pacific Airlines, the 
Royal Canadian Air Force and later, the Department of 
Transportation. Several other examples of WWII-era log 
barracks can be found nearby.

Log Barracks

6

  5



Baptist Chapel
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This building was originally a three metre by six 
metre (10 feet by 20 feet) skid shack located at the 
Watson Lake Airport. “The Chapel” operated as an 
interdenominational church for  U.S. Army servicemen. 
It was moved into town in the late-1950s and relocated 
to its present  site in 1962. The tower, a wood frame 
structure with log siding, was added in 1963.

Leslie Sands constructed a section of this building (on 
the left) in the mid-1950s and he lived in the basement. 
The building you see incorporates the original structure. 
The Hougen family bought the store in 1975 and 
operated it as a branch of their Whitehorse store until 
2015. It continues to operate under new ownership.

Sands’ Store
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Northern Lights Space and Science Centre
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The centre features displays about the Canadian space 
program, rocket technology, and the science and folklore 
of the aurora borealis. A highlight of the centre is daily 
shows about northern lights in the “electric sky” theatre. 
The centre is open mid-May to mid-September and by 
appointment in the off-season.

This church was constructed through the efforts of Eva 
Hasell and Iris Sayles, who operated a caravan (that 
is, a mobile) Sunday school along the Alaska Highway 
in the 1950s. The original church structure was made 
with interlocking milled logs. This is typical of many 
prefabricated buildings in Yukon, dating from the late-
1940s and 1950s. The church was consecrated in 1957 
as a gift from the chapel congregations of the Canadian 
Armed Forces. It was in memory of the chaplain Rev. G. 
H. Wolfendale who died as a prisoner of war in Italy in 
1944. The stained glass window, created by local artist 
Kathy Spalding, depicts a typical view from the north of 
town. It is dedicated to long-time Yukoners.

St. John the Baptist, Anglican Church
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Grant McConachie developed the Watson Lake airstrip 
in the 1930s for his Yukon Southern Air Transport 
Ltd. company. McConachie needed a fuel stop for his 
aeroplanes as they delivered mail from Edmonton 
and Vancouver to Whitehorse. In 1942, McConachie’s 
company and nine others merged and formed Canadian 
Pacific Airlines. In 1939, the Canadian government  
planned a series of airports following the route 
pioneered by McConachie; Watson Lake became an 
airport on the Northwest Staging Route. Construction 
began in 1941 and supplies were brought up the Stikine 
River and over a rough tote road from Lower Post, a 
trading post located about 50 km to the southeast. A 
sawmill and planing mill were flown into the airstrip and 
buildings were quickly erected using green lumber. By 
late 1941, U.S. aeroplanes were being ferried through 
here from Montana to Alaska and the airport complex 
became almost completely U.S.-operated. 

In 1946, the Canadian Army took over maintenance of 
the Alaska Highway and the Royal Canadian Air Force  
ran the airport. Canadian Pacific Airlines operated 
Lodestar and DC-3 aircraft out of the facility. The 
federal Department of Transportation took over airport 
operation in 1957. Watson Lake Airport is now owned 
and operated by the Yukon government. The extensive 
grounds at the airport overlook Watson Lake and are an 
excellent place to stroll, picnic or fish by the lake.
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A Air terminal building
B B.C.-Yukon Air Sevice Ltd. hangar
C  Memorial cairn
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Air Terminal Building

A

The operations building and control tower construction 
was part of an airport upgrading program when Watson 
Lake became a major refuelling station for U.S. crews. The 
building was constructed in 1942 and expanded in 1973 
but remains typical of air terminal construction during 
World War II. Log siding makes this terminal building 
unique among Canadian airports. The building housed 
RCAF and Department of Transportation offices, as well 
as telegraph, radio and meteorological facilities. Passenger 
services were integrated into the building after the war. 
The air traffic control tower was vacated in the 1970s.

This military hangar was constructed when the U.S.  
Army needed improved facilities on the Northwest 
Staging Route. It was the first large wartime hangar 
built along the Alaska Highway. U.S. war planes, like 
the P-39 Aircobra, the P-40 Warhawk fighters and 
Douglas C-47 transports stopped here for fuel or 
repairs on their way to Alaska on a lend-lease mission. 
Allied Russian pilots collected the planes in Alaska and 
flew them over Siberia to their own front lines. The  
B.C.-Yukon Air Service hangar is the last military hangar 
of its type in Canada.

B. C.–Yukon Air Service Ltd. Hangar

B
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Memorial Cairn

C

This cairn is dedicated to the ground crews and 
pilots who flew the Northwest Staging Route and 
participated in the Winter Experimental Establishment 
between 1941 and 1957. Three service men were 
killed at Watson Lake during their tour of duty with 
this program. Lieutenant Gerald Quarton, RCN, died 
when his Hawker Sea Fury crashed in 1948; Leading 
Aircraftman Ernest McWilliams, RCAF, died when an 
Avro Lincoln Bomber crashed into Watson Lake in 
1948; and Flying Officer Walter Mollon, RCAF, died in a 
Hawker Sea Fury crash in 1951. The propeller is from 
the Avro Lincoln that crashed in Watson Lake.

Air terminal building. Be 
sure to see the pictorial 
exhibit inside.
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4 Wye Lake Park
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 (RCAF Building No. 30)
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 and Science Centre

10 St. John the Baptist,
 Anglican Church

11 Watson Lake Airport

We welcome you to 
experience our history.  
Please respect the privacy of 
the property owners.
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We hope you enjoyed your tour of 
Watson Lake. This publication was 
produced with the help of Watson 
Lake residents and the Watson 
Lake Historical Society. If you have 
additional information or corrections, 
please contact the Cultural Services 
branch, Government of Yukon at 
867-667-3458. 

Third edition published 2018. 
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Watson Lake Sign Post Forest


