
but the project was unsuccessful.

The Lathrop family spent the spring of 1903 in Cold Bay, where Lathrop drilled unsuccessfully for oil. He
took the first standard oil rig in the Territory to prospect for oil in the interest of the Costello Oil Land
Company. He attempted to make a comfortable home for his wife and stepdaughter in the small oil boom
settlement, but the Alaska Peninsula did not suit the socially active Miss Cleo, who persuaded her mother to
relocate to Seattle. He returned to the Alaska Peninsula in the summers of 1904 and 1905 to drill near Lake
Becharof without success. He finally returned to Valdez in late August. By this time Lathrop had sold the L.J
Perry. He became a teamster again, with a contract to haul and lay ties for the new Copper River and

Northwestern Railway in 1906.19

Developing Cordova

Lathrop visited California in the winter of 1906-1907, promoting a copper mining project on the Kotsina
River, a tributary of the Copper River. Although there were promising finds, this project did not seem to
gather much traction. By 1908, he was a partner, and then full owner, in the Alaska Transfer Company, a
freight business in Cordova, Alaska, which was developing as the terminus for the Copper River and
Northwestern Railway. In February 1910, he learned of his wife’s death from a lingering illness in a house he

had built for her, where she had been provided with round-the-clock professional care.20

Lathrop gradually expanded his interests to become one of the most prominent businessmen in Cordova. He
started the Alaska Transfer Company and enjoyed a monopoly in the coal and transfer business. He followed
the business practice of paying the freight bills of his customers when hauling their merchandise from the
dock to their stores, collecting both the drayage and the freight on the monthly statement. He became a major
stockholder and director in Sam Blum’s First National Bank of Cordova. He also represented the Olympia
Brewing Company and the Pacific Alaska Navigation Company. Other interests were a movie theater, lumber

yard, ice house, and a fish saltery. In 1917, he built a large apartment house.21

Cordova Coal Party (May 4, 1911)

In 1911, Lathrop was elected as mayor of Cordova. He served only one term, although he remained on the
city council through 1914. The salient event of Lathrop’s tenure as mayor was the “Cordova Coal Party” or
anticonservation protest based on the Boston Tea Party against the federal closure of Alaskan coal lands to
development, which required Alaskans to buy expensive Canadian coal. Several years earlier, President
Theodore Roosevelt feared that Alaska’s immense coal reserves would be used to benefit only a few
corporations. He prohibited additional coal mining on public lands in Alaska. Coal imported to Alaska cost
$15 per ton while the cost to mine local coal was $3 per ton.

On May 4, 1911, three hundred Cordova businessmen and citizens boarded a ship moored dockside with coal

from British Columbia and shoveled almost a ton of coal into the harbor.22 Local citizens compared their
actions to the Boston Tea Party, a political protest when angry colonial citizens dressed as Indians dumped tea

overboard to protest British taxes, and called the affair the Cordova Coal Party.23 After demands were made
to disband or be charged with rioting, the group broke up. Mayor Lathrop contacted Territorial Governor



Walter E. Clark, who was in Washington, D.C., to request assistance. In the days following the Coal Party,
there was great fear of further demonstrations. The federal government, however, did not change its coal
policies. In nearby Katalla, the former chief of the U.S. Forest Service, Gilford Pinchot, was reportedly

burned in effigy by an angry mob.24

Early Anchorage Interests

In 1915, Lathrop extended his Alaska Transfer Company to Anchorage to handle the business created by the

construction of the Alaska Railroad. He located his office in the Lathrop Building (4th Avenue and H Street).
After a second story was completed on the building about year later, he lived in one of the apartments. He
became a director of the Bank of Anchorage, which later merged with the Bank of Alaska, later the National
Bank of Alaska. He was a director of the Anchorage-Willow Creek Mining and Development Company.
Interestingly, it was through his efforts that the Alaska Labor Union was able to build their Labor Temple on

4th Avenue.25

The Chechahcos (1923)

In the summer of 1922, Lathrop formed Alaska Motion Picture Corporation and, as president, oversaw the

1923 production of The Chechahcos.26 His plan was to produce a motion picture for national distribution to
tell the true story of the Alaska gold rush. By November, a 7,000 square foot studio was being built at the end
of Third Avenue in Anchorage. The arrival of the actors on March 8, 1923 was the excuse for a town-wide
party. Many of the scenes were filmed in Mount McKinley National Park and in Girdwood. Interior and other
scenes were shot in Anchorage. When released in Alaska late in 1923, it played to packed houses throughout

the Territory.27 The film was shown nationally but was not a commercial success in its stateside showings.
Predictions at the time about its unpronounceable title and criticisms about its “hokey” plot to outside
audiences proved to be correct. It remains one of the most impressive examples of regional filmmaking and
was the first feature-length movie to be made entirely in Alaska. Lathrop was never again involved with

producing motion pictures.28

Other Business Interests

Lathrop developed a chain of movie theaters in the early 1910s. The motion picture was an eagerly devoured

form of entertainment, and provided a social outlet. Starting with the Empress at Cordova in 191129, he built

Anchorage’s Empress (1916) and Fourth Avenue (1941-1947)30, and the Empress 31 (1927) and Lacy

Street32 (1939) in Fairbanks.33

In addition to the Empress Theatre (Cap always used the British spelling) in Fairbanks, he built a hundred-
room hotel and an apartment building. In 1929 he added the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner to his business
interests, and then a decade later, radio station, KFAR. He started the second radio station in Anchorage,

KENI, which went on the air on May 2, 1948.34 Both radio stations were managed under the Midnight Sun
Broadcasting Company, with Lathrop as president.



With the opening of federal lands in Alaska to coal mining, the rich coal fields on the northern edge of the
Alaska Range, near Healy, were ready for development. Lathrop became involved with the Healy River Coal
Mines Corporation, becoming president in 1924. The Healy River mine at Suntrana, 112 miles south of
Fairbanks, was the largest in state. Much of its product went to Fairbanks and, to a lesser extent,

Anchorage.35

University of Alaska Board of Regents (1932-1950)

Lathrop served on the Alaska Agricultural College and School of Mines (renamed the University of Alaska in
1935) Board of Regents for eighteen years (1932-1950). He was vice president of the board at the time of his
death in 1950. After its new fireproof library opened in 1935, he donated a large Sydney Laurence painting of
Mount McKinley for the sixty-by-eighty-foot reading room. He was one of the guiding forces behind the
destiny of the Territory’s institution of higher education, and was active in the financial dealings of the
university. In 1948, when a freeze on territorial appropriations left the university with virtually no operating

funds and facing closure, he led the effort to solicit a total of $200,000 in interest-free loans.36

Cordova

The decline in copper mining in the Copper River area led Lathrop to focus his attention on his business
interests in Cordova in 1932. Lathrop, the principal stockholder in the First Bank of Cordova, saw the bank
through the Depression, becoming bank president in 1933. While many Cordovans still hoped that the
Kennecott mines would again work at full capacity, Lathrop realized that fishing would be the future industry
in Cordova and that airplane transportation would be the link to the rest of Alaska. When an airfield was built
at Cordova in 1934, Lathrop’s alertness to business opportunities was displayed again when he constructed a
large airplane hangar and shop to meet the need for aircraft repair and maintenance. He built a new cannery
and offices for the Glacier Packing Company’s cannery in 1935, which operated until 1937, when labor

difficulties stopped the operations; he sold the enterprise in 1940.37

Opposition to Alaska Statehood Movement

World War II led to more demand for coal from Lathrop’s mines by the U.S. military in Alaska, at the same
time that Lathrop had difficulty finding and keeping a labor force. Construction projects, like Anchorage’s
Fourth Avenue Theatre, were halted until after the war.

The overriding issue in the postwar period was Alaska statehood. Lathrop was not opposed to statehood
someday—far from it—but, as historian Terrence Cole stated, “to do so would have been akin to opposing

motherhood.”38 Lathrop and the others in the “statehood not now” crowd argued that Alaska’s narrow

economic base was evidence of the need to delay statehood.39 He was among many established Alaska
businessmen who sought to keep the status quo to their profit by keeping the territorial government and the

tax structure at a minimum.40 He opposed the financial burden that he thought a new state government would

impose on Alaska’s small population.41 Heavy state taxes could dampen economic expansion. Former
Territorial Governor Ernest Gruening and Robert Atwood of the Anchorage Daily Times were among the
leading proponents for statehood. Gruening lashed back by lumping Lathrop with absentee-owned mining



and fishing corporations who earned enormous sums in the territory, paid little or no taxes, and shipped their

profits to the Lower 48.42 Lathrop was caricatured in Edna Ferber’s Ice Palace, a pro-statehood novel, as
“Czar” Kennedy. The novel helped sway national opinion in favor of statehood.

A staunch Republican, Lathrop served in the Alaska House of Representatives (1921-1923) representing the
Third Division. He was a representative on the Republican National Committee (1928-1932 and 1949-1950).
His political philosophy was tempered by his bitter experiences in resource development and the consequent

land use withdrawals.43

Legacy

On July 26, 1950, Lathrop died at the age of eighty-four, after falling beneath the wheels of a loaded railroad

coal car at his Healy River coal mine.44 Although a rich man, Lathrop often did not act like one. His far-flung
business enterprises, as well as the need to meet with investors in the Lower 48 meant that he traveled
constantly. Being unmarried for most of his life, he did little to establish a home anywhere in Alaska. He was
devoted to his employees, although ill-tempered at times. Lathrop’s will left generous bequests to many of his
employees, hospitals in Anchorage and Fairbanks, and Catholic and Protestant churches throughout the
Territory.

Austin Eugene “Cap” Lathrop was buried in the family plot in the Forest Lawn Cemetery in Seattle,

Washington.45 He was survived by his stepdaughter, Cleo McDowell Boyce of Seattle, and two nephews and
two nieces.

In honor of territorial Alaska’s most prominent businessman, several buildings were later named in his honor.
In 1955, the Austin E. Lathrop High School was built in Fairbanks and named in his honor. In 1962, the
University of Alaska Board of Regents named the largest dormitory on the University of Alaska campus the
Austin E. Lathrop Residence Hall. In 1988, the Alaska Business Monthly nominated Lathrop to the Alaska
Business Hall of Fame.

Click an image to see more
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Bust of Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop. From front, the inscription
reads: "Austin E. Lathrop, builder of a northern empire. A
tribute to gratitude from Alaskan citizens. Fairbanks A.D.
MCMXXXIX." 1939. The bust was modeled by Piertro Vigno, a
Fairbanks artist, from a photograph. The plaque was placed in
the studio of radio station KFAR, Fairbanks, and unveiled
during dedication ceremonies held on October 2, 1939.

An ornately decorated 1919 Labor Day parade float passes by
the Lathrop Building in downtown Anchorage. The first floor of
the building was built in 1915; the second floor was added in
1916-1917. The first floor was designed to hold five businesses;
the second floor included apartments and professional offices.
From time to time Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop lived in one of the
apartments.

B1965.4.37, Whittington Photographs, Atwood Resource
Center, Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage,
AK.
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B1974.005.68, Edward Coke Hill Collection, Atwood Resource
Center, Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage,
AK.

Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop with Lulu Fairbanks and Eva
McGowan in 1930.

B1989.11.2, Donald V. Johnson Collection, Atwood Resource
Center, Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage,
AK.

The 4th Avenue Theatre on the day it opened in 1947, with a
line of people waiting to enter the building. The first movie
shown was "The Jolson Story."

B1996.17.2 FIC Collection, Atwood Resource Center,
Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage, AK.

The 4th Avenue Theatre (630 West Fourth Avenue), the largest
of the chain of theaters Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop built in Alaska,
was begun in 1941, but construction was halted because of
World War II; the building was completed in 1947. Besides its
size, the theater was known for its elaborate murals that flanked
the stage and screen, representing Alaska life and industry. He
preferred to use the British spelling of "theatre" in officially
naming these venues.

B1996.17.6 FIC Collection, Atwood Resource Center,
Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage, AK.



The Suntrana coal mine at Healy (115 miles south of Fairbanks),
1936. On July 26, 1950, Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop was
accidently killed when he fell beneath the wheels of a railroad
car at the mine. This was one of the largest coal mines in
Alaska, if not the largest, and is still operated by the Usibelli
family as Usibelli Coal Mine, Inc.

Hmc-0600-17a, American Museum of Natural History, Alaska-
Yukon Photograph Album, 1936, Archives and Special
Collections, Consortium Library, University of Alaska
Anchorage, Anchorage, AK.

Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop with Miriam Dickey, his close business
associate and the secretary-treasurer of the Midnight Sun
Broadcasting Corporation, which he owned. Photograph, ca.
1945-1950.

B1999.14.1211, Hilscher Collection, Atwood Resource Center,
Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage, AK.

Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop outside a construction project. He was
known for being sometimes irascible, but also for being fair and
generous with his employees, who were very loyal to him.

B1999.14.1210D, Hilscher Collection, Atwood Resource
Center, Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage,
AK.

The Empress Theatre, Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop’s first theater in
Anchorage, opened on July 1, 1916, was one of the town’s first
concrete buildings. It boasted a stage for live performances, a
movie screen, and both a piano and an organ for
accompaniment. The first movie shown was “Peggy,” starring
actress Billie Burke.

AEC-g531, P. S. Hunt, photographer, Alaska Railroad
Collection, Atwood Resource Center, Anchorage Museum at
Rasmuson Center, Anchorage, AK.



The lobby area of the 4th Avenue Theatre at the time that it
opened in 1947. Anchorage was awed by the grandeur of its
new theater.

B1996.17.1 FIC Collection, Atwood Resource Center,
Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage, Alaska

Austin E. "Cap" Lathrop, the builder and owner of the Midnight
Sun Broadcasting Company's broadcasting station KFAR in
Fairbanks. He is shown at the company's transmission tower,
holding blueprints. This photograph was probably taken around
the time KFAR's new 5,000-watt transmitter first went into
action on September 26, 1942. KFAR became the most powerful
radio station in the territory and its signal covered nearly all of
Alaska.

B1999.14.1209, Hilscher Collection, Atwood Resource Center,
Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center, Anchorage, AK.
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RE: Historical and cultural importance of the work of Antoon “Anthony” 
Heinsbergen

Excerpt of a 1982 opinion by the California Court of Appeals

The Orinda Theatre was designed by Alexander Aimwell Cantin (1877–1964). One of 
California's first registered architects, he was involved in designing several important 
buildings in San Francisco.2 It was originally constructed in 1941; the adjoining Bank 
Building, built in 1947 by the same architect and in the same “Art Deco” or “Moderne” 
style, forms a unified architectural unit with the Theatre. The tower on the Theatre forms 
an identifying landmark clearly visible from the Highway 24 freeway. The Theatre is 40 
feet high in the front and 45 feet high in the rear; its sign tower is 75 feet in height. With 
750 seats, it is the last large, old-style theatre in Contra Costa County.

The interior of the theatre is decorated in both the foyer and the auditorium with wall and 
ceiling murals by Anthony T. Heinsbergen (1895–1981), one of the leading decorative 
artists of the period. Heinsbergen designed interiors and painted murals for such 
buildings as the Paramount Theatre in Oakland; the Interstate Commerce and Labor 
Department Buildings in Washington D.C.; the Los Angeles City Hall; the Biltmore 
Hotel in Los Angeles; the Sir Francis Drake Hotel in San Francisco; and the Fox-Wilshire
and Pantages Theatres in Hollywood. His work was the subject of an exhibit by the 
Smithsonian Institution which toured the United States in 1972–74.

On August 13, 1982, acting on a nomination by Friends and BAHA, the California State 
Historical Resources Commission voted unanimously to recommend that the Theatre and 
Bank Building be listed in the National Register of Historic Places. The State Office of 
Historic Preservation found that the Theatre was “an outstanding example of its genre,” 
with a “remarkable” interior of “high artistic value” and “exceptional quality,” and that 
although the two buildings were less than 50 years old, they were both of “exceptional 
importance.” The properties were subsequently certified by the Department of the Interior
as eligible for inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places.

Orinda Assn v. Bd. of Supervisors, 182 Cal. App. 3d 1145, 1152–53, 227 Cal. Rptr. 688, 
692 (Cal. App. 1986)
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