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Page 319. Replace first paragraph with the following:

Many Alaska parks have had little or no significant mining activity, including Katmai
National Park and Preserve, Aniakchak National Monument and Preserve, Sitka National
Historical Park, Cape Krusenstern National Monument, and Noatak National Preserve.
At Kenai Fjords National Park lode gold mining occurred in the Nuka Bay Mining
District between 1920 and 1940, with some copper prospecting in the area as well. The
estimated value of the total gold produced was $166,000. History that is properly part of
Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park is treated in chapters of this study covering
the Klondike Gold Rush, particularly chapters two through five.
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Preface: An Overview

Mineral mining was of paramount importance in Alaska’s history. The timing of
discoveries and the shift in locations were not the result of orderly planning but neither
were they entirely accidental or spontaneous. A flow of mining development courses
through northern history. Although the primary focus of this study is on mining history
within present park regions, it is best understood in the context of the northern scene
as a whole. Each event from the 1880s influenced others in turn. The movements of
individuals, the advances of technology, and the considerations of transportation and
marketing should not be viewed in isolation.

High points in mining history are represented by sensational discoveries that
precipitated stampedes. Following an initial small rush by the Stikine River in 1862-63,
American miners were drawn north in large numbers for the first time in 1871 because
of a gold strike in Cassiar, northern British Columbia. Nine years later, they
established their first Alaska base at Sitka, then at Juneau when gold was discovered
there. Next, in 1886, the prospectors who had been patiently searching the interior
since the mid-1870s struck it rich at Fortymile. Ten years later in 1896, the lid blew off
with one of the most sensational mineral discoveries of all time--the Klondike gold
fields.

Sometimes the interest in the Klondike overshadows later events too much. For
Alaska, the Klondike provided a major push towards the discovery and development of
bonanzas within the American borders. In a certain sense, the Klondike was almost a
beginning for Alaska. With a huge influx of prospectors in 1897-98 it was inevitable
that any rich Alaska deposits would be revealed. So in 1899, Nome became the
"American Klondike," and in 1902-1903 other prospectors found the gold of Fairbanks
and the Tanana Valley.

From the founding of Fairbanks flowed discoveries at Kantishna, Yentna, Ruby,
Iditarod, Marshall, Chisana, Livengood, and others. Over those same years, the copper
prospects discovered by 1898 prospectors out of Valdez were developed. Production at
the great Kennicott copper mines began in 1911 and ore was hauled to port over a
railroad built for the purpose until the mine closed in 1938.

The ebb and flow of mining affected other territorial developments. Old mines
were worked out and when new discoveries became rare, operators dredged over all
diggings to create a long-lasting, prosperous industry in the interior. The placer mining
industry gained considerable stability when the United States Refining and Mining
Company consolidated claims and began extensive operations in 1925. Until 1965 the
company’s dredges were busy most seasons near Fairbanks, Nome, Hotntzen, and
Chicken.

In time, World War II and postwar high costs slowed mining to a near standstill.
But with the freeing of gold prices, interest has revived since the 1970s. Another recent
development, environmental concern, now prohibits traditional placer mining methods
and has severely affected mining’s future in the parks and elsewhere.

x1ii



Gold, copper, silver, mercury, tin, and platinum have been the most important
metals. The gold placers of Fairbanks and Nome regions were the most productive in ‘
Alaska. Juneau and its environs produced 75 percent of Alaska’s lode gold production
of nine million ounces. Prince William Sound and the Copper River region produced
97 percent of Alaska’s total copper production of 690,000 tons. Almost 86 percent of
the copper came from the Kennecott ,mines which also accounted for nearly one-half of
Alaska’s total silver production of 20 million ounces. Mercury has come from the
Kuskokwim River; tin from the Seward Peninsula; and platinum from Goodnews Bay.

The development of so-called strategic minerals: platinum, antimony, tungsten, tin,
mercury, and chromium should also be noted. Mining of these metals was significant
even though development has been intermittent and confined to periods of international
shortages. Each development caused great interest on its occurrence, particularly the
platinum discovery at Goodnews Bay. For a time Goodnews Bay was the nation’s
largest producer of platinum metals.

From the arrival of the first prospectors a particular lifestyle developed throughout
many parts of Alaska. Prospectors appeared wherever there were mineral prospects,
even In the most isolated portions of today’s parklands. Many built log homes from
which they trapped in the winter and prospected or mined in the summer. The big
mining centers of Nome and Fairbanks became well-established, but the far flung
prospecting and mining had significance for many localities where few people ventured.
Early on Alaskans started using the term "Outside" to describe the states and other
places. Inside and Outside are terms that still have meaning for Alaskans and have
been used in this text. ‘
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Highlights of Alaska-Yukon Mineral Mining History

1862

1870

1871

1872

1873 or 1874

1880

1886

1892

1893

1894
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1897-98

1898

1899-1900

1899

1899-1902

1901

1902

1903

1905

Rush up Stikine River--first Cassiar discovery
Gold discovered at Sumdum Bay, southeast Alaska.

Stampede to Cassiar, British Columbia; Wrangell, Alaska becomes base for
Stikine River route to the gold fields.

Gold found at Sitka.
First prospectors go into Alaska interior.

Major gold strike leads to founding of Juneau; gold found in beach sands of
Yakutat.

First major gold strike in interior made on Fortymile River. Several hundred
stampeders cross the Chilkoot Pass.

Birch Creek discovery which leads to founding of Circle City on the Yukon
River.

Other interior placer gold strikes on the Yukon River near Circle and Rampart
and in the Koyukuk River region.

First mining of beach sands at Lituya Bay.
Klondike gold discovery.
Klondike stampede.

Placer gold discoveries on Porcupine Creek near Haines, Seward Peninsula, and
Kobuk River.

Stampede to Nome.

Nabesna gold strike. First gold dredge at Nome.
Extensive prospecting for copper in Copper River Valley.
Nizina gold strike. First gold dredge at Dawson.

Tanana Valley placer gold discovery near Fairbanks. Iliamna Lake (Lake Clark)
gold discovery.

Placer gold strikes at Kantishna and Valdez Creek.

Gold discovery at Yentna; gold lode located on Chandalar.



1907

1908

1910

1910

1911

1913

1914

1916

1937

1940

1942-45

1955

1959

1966

1968

1975

1970s

1970s-80s

Stampede to gold placers of Innoko; start of construction of Copper River and
Northwestern Railway.

Gold strikes on Kuskokwim.
Stampede to Iditarod
Placer gold finds in Koyukuk (Hughes) and Chisna.

With completion of Copper River and Northwestern Railway the first shipment

of Kennecott copper is shipped to Cordova, then by sea to Tacoma, Washington.

Gold found at Marshall and Chisana.

Gold discovered at Livengood and Tolovana.

First gold dredges operate in interior.

Kennecott shuts down.

Peak year of gold production.

Most mining shut down during World War 1L

Peak post-World War II year of Fairbanks region gold dredging operations.
Alaska becomes state,

Gold mining hits low; total productions under $1 million.
Fixed gold price ended.

Federal ban on private ownership of gold ended.

Mineral mining and exploration revive.

Environmental concerns affect costs and future prospects of mineral mining
industry.
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Chapter 1
The New Territory

Alaska’s purchase price seemed "dog cheap" to an American newspaper editor in
1867. It seemed strange that Russia would give up a huge territory when Europeans
customarily fought bloody wars over portions of land that could be tucked unnoticed in
any corner of Alaska. And Alaska, according to the proponents of its acquisition, was a
veritable treasure box of wealth in furs, fisheries, timber, and minerals. Senator Charles
Sumner of Massachusetts exalted in Congress of "forests of pine and fir waiting for the
axe; then the mineral products, among which are coal and copper, if not iron, silver,
lead, and gold."" To Secretary of State William Seward, Alaska seemed certain to be
"the great fishery, forest, and mineral storehouse of the world."

Neither Sumner nor Seward really knew the extent of Alaska’s mineral and other
resources at the time of the acquisition. Much of the territory had not yet been ex-
plored. Speculations on great wealth were not unreasonable, but constraints of climate
and distance delayed development until actual mineral discoveries caused widespread
excitement. Only gradually did the emphasis shift from furs to gold, but the traders did
open the interior and support the early prospectors who patiently probed streambeds
for signs of gold.

The Land

Six distinct geographic regions are found in Alaska. The southeastern coastal
region, or panhandle, includes the narrow coastal strip west of the mountain walls along
which lies Canada’s boundary, many coastal inlands and the Alexander Archipelago.
Sitka and Juneau, sites of the first Alaska gold developments, are located in south-
eastern Alaska. Sitka was also the center of the Russian American Company’s Alaska
operations and the American governmental center before giving way to Juneau, a very
productive gold mining town, early in this century. Sitka has some small sites (SNHP)
under National Park Service administration. Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve
(GLBA), where there was a modest gold mining activity earlier, is in the northern part
of the panhandle.

Moving north along the coast from Seattle and other Pacific coast ports, southeast
is the first Alaska region voyagers encounter. The second region, for travelers following
the coast, is southcentral, which includes Cook Inlet and Kodiak Island and has as its
northern border, the huge Alaska Range. Considerable gold mining was done in the
Cook Inlet region. The Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve (WRST) is
within southcentral, and it includes areas where most of Alaska’s copper was mined.
The third region is southwestern, which includes the Alaska Peninsula and its extension,
the Aleutian Islands. Within southwestern park regions include Aniakchak National
Monument and Preserve (ANIA), Katmai National Park and Preserve (KATM),
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and Lake Clark National Park and Preserve (LACL). A little gold was mined near .
Lake Clark.

The fourth region is the interior or central plateau, which lies between the Brooks
Range to the north and the Alaska range to the south. Denali National Park and
Preserve (DENA) and Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve (YUCH) are within this
section. Both park regions have a significant mining history. The original portions of
Denali, then called Mount McKinley National Park, constituted Alaska’s first national
park when established by Congress in 1917. The fifth section in western Alaska
stretches from the head of Bristol Bay to the Seward Peninsula and includes some
islands of the Bering Sea. The Bering Land Bridge National Park and Preserve
(BELA) is in western Alaska. Finally, the geographic regions include the arctic, extend-
ing from Kotzebue, north of Seward Peninsula, to Canada’s northwestern border. Parks
within this sixth region include Cape Krusenstern National Monument (CAKR), Kobuk
Valley National Park (KOVA), Noatak National Preserve (NOAT), and Gates of the
Arctic National Park and Preserve (GAAR). Little mining activity occurred within
CARR, KOVA, and NOAT convervation units, but gold mining was significant in parts
of the GAAR and BELA.

The geographic focus for much of Alaska’s mining activity is the Yukon River and
its tributaries. This is because the Yukon region produced most of the gold mined in
the interior, and Yukon transportation routes dominated that era. The traffic of
people and goods was largely from Pacific coast ports to the Lynn Canal and the upper
Yukon or to St. Michael and the lower Yukon. The importance of the Yukon routes .
extended beyond the closing of navigation in the fall because major winter trails fol-
lowed the banks or used the frozen surface. Mining areas that were not serviced by the
Yukon River include southeastern, the Copper River and Prince William Sound region,
Cook Inlet, the Kuskokwim, and a few others. Even the Seward Peninsula was tied
partially to Yukon transport, particularly for winter travel.

Themes

This is a study of mineral discovery and development in Alaska from the first
decades of the nineteenth century to the present. While the study is designed to focus
on mining within the national parks, its early chapters--embracing the earliest prospect-
ing through the Klondike era--are necessarily more general. Gold-seekers ranged widely
and major events affected activities everywhere in the same general ways. Later chap-
ters of this study offer particular treatment of the several parks where mining occurred.

Particular themes of this study of placer and lode mineral mining in Alaska
include consideration of the continuity of the mining frontier as it moved northward; the
trade patterns in the Russian and early American eras; exploration; transportation to
and within Alaska; law and litigation; social history; technological progress; community
development; the role of government; mining investment and speculation; peaks and
declines in productivity; and the literary-cultural facets of the mining frontier. For the
most part, these and other themes are discussed within the chronological and regional .
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sections of the texts rather than separately. Exceptions are such large, significant topics
as the role of government and the literature of the mining frontier.

Early Trade

Russian efforts to develop trade in the Yukon River region began with the
establishment of posts at St. Michael in 1833 and Nulato in 1839. Cinnabar (mercury)
was discovered near Kolmakof on the Kuskokwim River but not mined. The Nulato
post remained the farthest inland and farthest north throughout the Russian period, but
other posts were founded at the mouth of the Unalakleet River, and at Andreesvsk,
Alexkseevsk, and Komarovsk within a few years, and Russian Mission (Kvikhpak) on
the lower Yukon was established in 1845. Alaska’s fur possibilities also stimulated
England’s Hudson’s Bay Company to establish Fort Yukon in 1847 at the mouth of the
Porcupine River.

This encroachment on Alaska territory lasted until Capt. Charles P. Raymond of
the U.S. Army protested the boundary matter to the company in 1869. Raymond had
been dispatched because of complaints from American traders and voyaged to Fort
Yukon from St. Michael on a small trading steamer. After his survey confirmed Fort
Yukon’s American location, Raymond notified the Hudson’s Bay Company men and
raised the Stars and Stripes over their post. Raymond reported cautiously on the
economic potential of the Yukon: "Profitable management requires fixed
posts . . . there is no place for small enterprise." Whether the length of travel justified
large investments "remains to be seen." As for gold--"no valuable mineral deposits in
workable quantities have been found in the vicinity of the Yukon River up to the
present time."* This was not quite accurate, as Frederick Whymper of the Western
Union Telegraph Expedition had reported on signs of gold near Fort Yukon a few
years earlier.

Raymond’s flag raising was a necessary gesture, but his assertion of American
authority was not fortified by other government action. Many years would pass before
the United States’ presence in the interior was firmly established. The government’s
indifference to the Yukon through the 1870s can hardly be wondered at since it was
impotent even in parts of the west where serious Indian-white conflicts brewed. In
1879 Sitka’s citizens, faced with Indian hostilities two years after an army detachment
had been withdrawn, appealed to British authorities at Victoria for relief. After HMS
Osprey arrived to calm aggressive spirits, the U.S. government dispatched Captain
Brown with USS Alaska, who was relieved by Commander L.A. Beardslee and
Jamestown after a few weeks. Jamesfown and other ships replacing it remained on duty
in Alaska waters from 1879.

With the acquisition of Alaska in 1867 the potential of the fur trade attracted
several American companies, including the Pioneer Company, Parrott and Company,
Taylor and Bendel, Faulkner and Bell, the Jansen Company, and the Hutchinson, Kohl
Co. The latter became the Alaska Commercial Company and dominated Alaska trade
for decades. A lease arrangement secured the Alaska Commercial Company a mono-
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poly of the lucrative Pribilof Island fur seal harvest, but elsewhere in Alaska other .
traders were free to compete.

Among the pre-Klondike traders Francis Xavier Mercier, a founder of the Pioneer
Company of San Francisco, stands out. He was born in Quebec Province in 183§,
entering the fur trade in 1856 with the North West Company at Fort Benton, Montana,
and Fort Union, N.D. His Alaska work started in 1868 when he voyaged to
St. Michael, then ascended the Yukon to found Nuklukayet (later Fort Adams) 15 miles
below the Tanana River mouth and lasted until 1883.

Within a year the Pioneer Company folded and Mercier joined Hutchinson, Kohl
(soon to become Alaska Commercial). By 1872 he was the company’s general agent
for the entire interior based at a post he built at Tanana 12 miles upstream from
Nuklukayet until he quit in 1875. From 1877 he represented the Western Fur and
Trading Company, which the Alaska Commercial Company absorbed in 1883. Mercier
remained with the Alaska Commercial Company until 1885 when he left Alaska.

Francis Xavier’s brother, Moise, was another pioneer trader who came north in 1868
and joined Parrott and Company the next year to run their Fort Yukon post until
1874.¢

Notable Pioneers

It was in 1874 that Leroy N. McQuesten and Alfred Mayo arrived in the interior .
and were sent by F.X. Mercier to build Fort Reliance some 30 miles within Canadian
territory and 6 miles downstream of the mouth of the Klondike River. Mercier was not
anticipating the Klondike gold discoveries in building a post in what was to be the great
mining region; he wanted to spare upper Yukon and upper Tanana Indians a long haul
to Fort Yukon or Nuklukayet and the temptation of trading with his rivals. On July 3
Mercier left St. Michael on the steamer Yukon to supply posts at Nulato, Nuklukayet,
and Fort Yukon, then carry building materials upriver for Fort Reliance. Yukon had
been voyaging the river since 1868, first for Parrot and Co., then for Alaska Commer-
cial, but had never before gone above Fort Yukon. Another post Mercier built on the
upper Yukon was Belle Isle, a name given to the general vicinity around the present
site of Eagle, some 80 miles downstream from Reliance. He established this post in
1880 for the Western Fur and Trading Company and re-established it in 1882 after
Western Fur and Trading abandoned it. Leroy Napoleon McQuesten--always known as
"Jack"--was born in New Hampshire in 1836 and is the trader most closely identified
with mining development of this period. He and his sometimes partners, Arthur
Harper and Alfred Mayo, sensed the transition from fur to mining dominance and did
much to stimulate it. Arthur Harper, born in Ireland in 1853, ranged throughout the
interior prospecting on his own, and was among the discoverer of the Stewart River,
Fortymile, Sixtymile, and Tanana gold fields. Other independent traders active in the
1880s and the powerful Alaska Commercial Company were slow to shift from their

traditional trade. .
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In a sense the Hudson’s Bay Company subsidized the initial Yukon entry of
McQuesten and his companies. He and other men had been trapping around the
Nelson River when Chief Factor McDougal offered a guide, boat-building material, and
provisions if the party would move to the Yukon. One Hudson’s Bay man, who had
been at Fort Yukon in 1869, when Captain Raymond voyaged upriver, contributed
another inducement: "Mr. Sibistone told us that one of the officers that came up on
the steamer washed out a yard of dirt near Fort Yukon and he had about a teaspoon
of something yellow in the pan and the officer threw it away remarking that it would
not do to let the men see it as they would all leave the steamer."

Another early report of Yukon gold was publicized by members of the Western
Union Telegraph Expedition who surveyed for a telegraph line from 1865-67 in Alaska
and Siberia. Expedition men heard that gold in small quantities was found on the
islands of the Yukon near Fort Yukon. In 1867 two expedition men found evidence of
gold in the upper Yukon and another, Daniel Libby, made similar modest discoveries
on the Seward Peninsula.

When his party reached Fort Yukon in August 1873, Alaskans were as pleased to
see McQuesten as the Canadians were to see him go: "We were treated like kings."
Mercier, happy to have fully equipped trappers in the country who would increase his
trade, even let them have 50 pounds of flour, although his own supply was very low. In
the spring McQuesten ran into Harper and his party of prospectors at Fort Yukon:
"They wintered at White River, they killed plenty of moose and lived like kings all
winter. They had done considerable prospecting but they found nothing that would
pay." The prospectors were not discouraged, however, as they saw evidence that paying
quantities of gold existed: "Mr. Koh Bear," McQuesten noted, "had about thirty dollars
in coarse gold that an Indian by the name of Larieson gave him. The Indian said he
had found it, a piece of rock that he picked up about thirty miles below the station.
The place is now called Gold Mountain."

The region Mercier and McQuesten opened up from Fort Reliance in 1874
showed little promise of prosperity to traders. For all its vastness it was, as Mercier
noted, "so sad, so rigorous, and so unproductive, populated by three or four small
uncivilized villages, separated from each other by hundreds of miles, living off the
products of their hunting and fishing." Clearly a region so rude and remote was not
one he imagined would one day "turn the head of all the civilized world." At the time
there were only 32 whites in the vast region of the Yukon, Kuskokwim, and Tanana.
All these men, except for Lucien Turner, a U.S. Signal Service officer at St. Michael
and prospectors Arthur Harper, George Finch, and a man called James, were involved
in the fur trade. But by the early 1880s, the fur trading posts would be the congrega-
tion points for an ever-increasing number of prospectors who made the first substantial
gold strikes on Yukon tributaries.’

Sources are not clear on the first prospector to investigate the Yukon from the
Lynn Canal entry. George Holt, who was killed by an Indian at Knik in 1885, may
have crossed the Chilkoot in the 1870s. But priority perhaps belongs to the better-
documented party of Arthur Harper, Fred Hart, George Finch, and Kinseller who
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reached Fort Yukon from Canada by way of the Mackenzie, Peel, and Porcupine rivers.
Mercier hired Kinseller to assist Napoleon Robert at Nuklukayet, while the others
prospected in the White River region in 1873-74, returning to Fort Yukon with
McQuesten, Mayo, and George Nichelson, who had also used the Canadian interior
route to reach Fort Yukon in ’73. Mercier hired Mayo and Hart to assist at
Nuklukayet and Nulato, and McQuesten, already known for his honesty and trade skills,
to build Fort Reliance, with George Banfield to help him. Harper joined the Alaska
Commercial Company in 1875, thus the illustrious trio of McQuesten, Mayo, and
Harper settled in prospecting or encouraging prospecting as well as trading over the
succeeding decade.

Soon after this, probably fall 1877, McQuesten followed up on a gold prospect
Harper had discovered on Sixtymile River. His account of this and the Indians’ concern
for his well-being indicates the general rule of racial amity on the Yukon:

I went over to Sixty Mile that fall prospecting. I found Gold on all the bars
in small quantities--I found some places where a man could make $6.00 to
$8.00 per day but not extensive enough to put on a string of sluices. There
was nothing happened during the winter of any note. We always had plenty
of meat in store, and done very well in the fur line. In March I fell out of
the loft of my store--I struck on a nest of Camp Kettles on my back. I
broke one of my short ribs. It was two weeks before I could move and I
was in great pain unless I was in a certain position. There were three bands
of Indians within days travel, Davids, Charley and the Tronduk--they would
send in a messenger every day to hear how I was getting along and the
Shoman were making medicines for me to get well and still they were twenty
miles away. They thought if I should die that they might be blamed for
killing me as there was no other white man in this part of the country.®

Violence between natives and whites, common on other western mining frontiers,
was rare in Alaska, but there were a few incidents. Briefly, in 1871-1872, the wife of
Fred Riedelle, Alaska Commercial Company manager at St. Michael, graced the area
with her residence, then in 1875, Mrs. James Bean joined her husband at the Alaska
Commercial’s Nulato post, later giving birth to the first white child in the interior.
Bean left Alaska Commercial in 1878 to establish his own post 30 miles up the Tanana
where Mrs. Bean was killed by an Indian. What motivated the Indians is not clear, but
the tragic slaying illustrates the lawless situation in the interior. No American officials
were available to apprehend the Indian, and the few scattered traders and prospectors
did not gather themselves for action.

In 1877 McQuesten had some reason for anxiety about the Indians’ mood. Sev-
eral Indians broke into his storehouse at Fort Reliance and ate a mixture of arsenic
and grease that they thought was flour. Three of them died of poisoning, and McQues-
ten returned to Fort Reliance very cautiously:
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When we arrived in sight of the station they began firing off guns to salute
us. They kept shooting until we were very near the landing. Being received
so friendly relieved the feelings of my interpreter and the Indians I had with
me as they were opposed to coming, thinking they would all be killed.

In regards to the poison, they had to break the lock to get into the Store--I
said then that the poison was put in the store to destroy mice and it was out
of the way of children and the old people ought to know better and the
people that died it was their own fault for breaking into the store and taking
things that did not belong to them. There was one blind girl about sixteen
years old that got poisoned--her father said she was a great deal of help to
her mother and he had taken one of our dogs to replace the girl, but if I
wauld pay for the girl he would return the dog. I told him I would think the
matter over and let them know later on. Finally I told them the girl’s
Mother could keep the dog, so that settled the matter and that was the last I
ever heard about the poison.®

Schwatka’s Voyage

Pivotal events in Alaska’s mining history were the discovery of gold at Juneau in
1880 and the exploration efforts of the U.S. Army that helped foster the obvious
interior route from the Lynn Canal. Lt. Frederick Schwatka led an expedition in 1883
to chart the Yukon River from its source to its mouth. Though the Yukon was hardly
unknown, it seemed important to fix its course precisely. Everywhere in the West the
waterways had been a primary part of the transportation network, and the Yukon’s
2,300 mile length made it appear the obvious geographic key. Exploitation of the river
from its mouth at Norton Sound had been the initial penetration route but entry from
its source, much closer to Juneau and Pacific Coast ports, made sense.

When Schwatka landed near the mouth of the Chilkat River he negotiated with
the Chilkats for packers. After Schwatka got over the pass he built a raft on Lake
Lindeman for his Yukon voyage. On the upper Yukon he met two prospectors, the
"most woe-begone objects 1 ever seen," drop-outs from a prospecting party of that
season who were returning to the coast. Along the way Schwatka met other prospec-
tors who were faring somewhat better, including Joe Ladue, later to be a founding
father of Dawson. Ladue and Schwatka met among the watery maze of the Yukon
Flats where the soldiers suffered three weeks of tedious confusion working their raft
downriver. At Nuklukayet, near the Tanana, Schwatka abandoned his raft in favor of
Arthur Harper’s steamer, and voyaged down to St. Michael in more comfort. Schwatka
finished his task and published a parrative of his journey in 1885 that stimulated read-
ers to the possibilities of Alaska.®
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Population Gains

Alaska’s population in 1880, the date of the first United States census, was esti-
mated at 33,426. Excluding the military, this figure only showed 430 whites. Native
peoples included coastal Indians (Tlingits, Haidas, and Tsimshians) of southeastern;
Eskimos of the arctic (the Innuits), and of the Bering Sea and Pacific Coast (the
Yupiks) the Aleuts of the Aleutian chain and other coastal areas; and Athapaskans of
the interior. Included also were some 1,756 Creoles (mixed Russian and native).

By 1884 the date of publication for the first census, mineral discoveries had
already caused a large increase in the white population. Governor Alfred P. Swineford
estimated that there were 1,900 whites--a figure that was probably exaggerated.

The pace of prospecting quickened in the early 1880s, although there were no
dramatic gold discoveries. McQuesten observed changes in 1882 that improved the
quality of his life considerably:

The fall of 1882 was noted for the number of men that came into the coun-
try to prospect for gold. There was a party of men that wintered with men
at Reliance and Sheffelling [Schiefflin] came in by the way St. Michael and
wintered at Tanana Station. The first party that arrived by the way of
Juneau was Wm. Mer, J. Ladue, J. Rogers and John. They arrived on the
5th September, they had a large supply of provisions enough flour for two
years. On the 8th September ] took them over to the Sixty Mile--we found
very encouraging prospects about 15 miles below Miller Creek. Jo Ladue
panned out several pieces that weighed .10 ct. The ground was frozen and
we had to thaw out the ground by fires. It took us three days to sink one
hole ten feet deep and the water came in so we had to abandon it before
we got to bedrock. We got short of provisions and it was getting very cold
so we returned home, and the party was well satisfied and intended to go
back in the Spring. Shortly after we returned home seven more men ar-
rived. They all built cabins and went into winter quarters. They were not so
well supplied with provisions as the first parties. I had plenty of flour on
hand and they all passed the winter and had plenty for the following sum-
mer. It was the first time with the exception of one year, that anyone was
living near that I could converse with. Most of the men would meet at the
Station in the evening and we would play cards, tell stories and the winter
evenings passes away very pleasantly.”

With the venture of Ed Schiefflin and his brother in 1882, mentioned by
McQuesten, it appeared that professional mining interest was stirring in the States.
Schiefflin, famed as the discoverer of Tombstone, Arizona, opened a new era of well-
financed prospecting by bringing a small steamer, the New Racket, to St. Michae] for
river voyaging. He wintered over in 1882-83 above the mouth of the Tanana, ascending
that river a short distance when navigation opened for prospecting. Like other early
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prospectors Schiefflin found plenty of gold signs but not enough to excite him to further
time and effort. After a single season’s prospecting he gave up and returned outside.

The appearance of such a well-organized party of well-known prospectors en-
couraged others even if the Schiefflins did give up rather quickly. They reported the
discovery of "a mineral belt" around Nuklukayet that included bars paying $10 a day per
man: "There were many good indications of gold, especially in the region where a range
of hills known as the Lower Ramparts are aligned with the river’s course." Since the
Schiefflins supported the theory that a great mineral belt encircled the world from Cape
Horn through Asia and the New World, they believed that their modest gold discoveries
confirmed the theory. What was more significant than such theorizing was the party’s
discovery of gold within Alaska. All earlier discoveries of gold along the Yukon occur-
ring from the time of Alaska’s purchase had been on British Territory."”

Northward Course

The faith that sustained the endeavors of the northern prospectors in the mineral
resources of Alaska rested in the previous history of western mining. Gold discoveries
in California in 1848 caused a stampede of thousands to the Pacific Coast. Subse-
quently prospectors found gold in Arizona, Nevada, Idaho, Montana, the Dakotas, and
elsewhere. Inevitably men turned northwards to search for wealth and found rewards
on the Fraser River in 1858 and the Caribou a year later.

In the early 1870s the Cassiar district of British Columbia and Sitka, where the
Stewart mine was discovered in 1872, created the excitement, then in 1880 major strikes
were made at Juneau. As Juneau developed as a thriving community, it became the
natural jumping off place to Alaska’s interior for most of the prospectors who ventured
forth in the 1880s. .

Sitka, the former center of Russian America, was the scene of the first gold
mining of the American era with the development of the Stewart mine from 1872 while
Juneau was founded in 1881. Juneau proved to be a very important mining center and
eventually replaced Sitka as territorial capital. Richard T. Harris and Joseph Juneau
made placer and quartz discoveries in 1880 with backing from George E. Pilz, who was
building a stamp mill at the Stewart mine, and other Sitka men. Placer deposits of the
Silver Bow basin in the hills encircling Juneau were developed and continued to pro-
duce for decades. A quartz claim on Douglas Island very near Juneau was developed
by John Treadwell, a California contractor and mining engineer. Eventually Treadwell’s
"Glory Hole," covering 13 acres and penetrating 2,000 feet into the earth, became world
famous. From 1882 to 1916, the mines produced $60 million in gold from the ore
processed. Flooding in 1916 forced the closure of operations.

Juneau’s prosperity was assured by mining and its location on Lynn Canal, just 100
miles south of the trail leading to the Chilkoot Pass, made it a natural jumping-off
place to the interior.

With justice the Cassiar district has been called "the training school for Yukon
miners," and to the experience gained there the latter owed to a great extent their
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ability to cope with the natural disadvantages, for the conditions are similar in each
region. Harold Goodrich, author of the history section in an early USGS summary of
northern mining, detailed the Cassiar-Alaska relationship:

The early miners were obliged to enter the Cassiar field over a steep moun-
tain trail more than 150 miles long, bringing all their provisions with them,
and when they arrived had to contend against severe winters and short
working seasons, in a country far from the base of supplies. Cassiar tradi-
tions, then, had great weight among the first miners of the Yukon, and
Cassiar methods were followed.”

When the placer deposits of the Cassiar became exhausted by 1884 most of the
miners left the district. Potentially rich auriferous quartz veins could not then be mined
because of the high costs of importing machinery. Thus Cassiar miners looked north-
ward. Why not try the Yukon country? Schiefflin’s experience was known as were
those of Schwatka and prospectors who had used the Chilkoot Pass entry into the
interior. Ordinary miners lacked the capital for steamer transport on the Yukon but
pushing downriver from headwater seemed easy enough.

Some 200 prospectors crossed the Chilkoot in 1883. Pleasant reports reached
Juneau in 1883-84 of successes, although they were probably exaggerated. One mes-
senger spoke of placers yielding $150 a day; another of gravel bars mined for $25 a
day. Though most of the prospectors reached the Yukon’s tributaries a few tried other
regions, including the Copper River. In fall of 1883 a miner electrified Juneau by
appearing with $1,000 in coarse Yukon gold, thus stimulating the movement of 300 men
into the interior men in spring of 1884.

The interior miners brought with them experience in regulating mining districts
and keeping order through miners meetings. Their ability to provide the rudiments of
governance was on a par with their ability to extract gold--very crude and inefficient but
effective for the transitional period. It was probably in 1882 that the first formal
miners meeting convened on the Yukon occurred at Fort Reliance. Regulations con-
cerning mining and the necessity of record keeping were of chief concern:

"There was a meeting called to make laws governing the size of placer claims and water
rights,"” Jack McQuesten explained, "so that everyone knew that he was entitled to in
case anything was struck and then was bounded off and I was elected recorder." Thus
it was that the way was smoothed for subsequent social developments in the great
interior.'
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Chapter 2
Interior Riches

Strike in Fortymile Region

In the mid-1880s prospectors of the interior made their first major gold discovery.
The Fortymile River’s headwaters lie within Canada, but the river’s southerly course
crosses the Alaska border before arcing northwards again to flow back to Canada.

Such a wayward passage resulted in some confusion after the gold discovery as most of
the diggings at Bonanza Bar, Franklin, Chicken, Jack Wade, and Steel Creek lay within
Alaska while the community (usually spelled "Forty Mile" unlike the river’s designation
as "Fortymile," but for our purposes here, both will be referred to as Fortymile) was
within the Yukon region of Canada.

Howard Franklin is given credit for the initial Fortymile discovery, but several
other pioneers were on hand to share in the bounty. And, when the news reached the
Outside, other hopeful men like Frank Buteau were eager to try their luck. Buteau, a
Quebec-born rover who lived in Maine and Wisconsin before moving to the Northwest
in 1882, reached Juneau with a party of prospectors in January 1886. After working for
the Treadwell Mine to make a stake, he joined a Yukon prospecting party. The men
crossed the Chilkoot Pass in August, bypassed the Klondike region, and settled on a
little island a mile above the mouth of the Fortymile. That September, some 30 miles
farther upriver, Howard Franklin and others struck gold on sand bars. The lucky
miners on the upper river bars had staked claims extending 1500 feet--as the law
allowed, but Buteau’s party on "Sixteen Liars’ Island" decided to limit their claims to
300 feet "in order to make room for others."

The great news of the gold strike reached the coast in dramatic fashion. Antici-
pating an influx of miners, trader Arthur Harper prepared to move the pioneer store of
McQuesten, Harper and Mayo from Fort Nelson on the Stewart River to the Fortymile
mouth. In a tragic "message-to-Garcia"-like episode, Harper sent word to McQuesten,
then in San Francisco buying trade goods, to prepare for a big spring rush. Tommy
Williams and an Indian half-breed called Bob left Stewart River for the coast after
Christmas. At Chilkoot Pass, a snowstorm held them up for three days. By then their
only provisions consisted of a little flour. After the storm the chilled men went on and
finally staggered into the Healy and Wilson store at Dyea. Tommy Williams died
shortly from the effects of exposure. Healy took the Indian lad to Juneau for treatment
of his frozen feet. On his return he found the letters Williams had cached on the trail
and sent them on.

Back on the Fortymile, Frank Buteau made $3,000 in the summer of ’87, more
than any other Fortymile miner. Later Buteau bought Franklin’s original discovery
claim, working it in 1888 without substantial gain. Over the 1888-89 winter, Pete
McDonald, George Madlock, John Campbell, and Buteau slaved over the construction
of a half mile of flume built from whipsawed lumber. The flume, which conveyed water
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from Franklin Gulch to their bar at Troublesome Point, made possible the first hydrau- .
lic mining ever done in the interior. Buteau and his partners mined there until Septem-

ber 1892, then journeyed Outside, taking 37 days to reach Juneau. They were not yet

millionaires but they were confident about the future and planned to return to the

interior in the spring.

Lynch Law

The only instance of violence by Indians against whites of the 1880s occurred in
1888 when prospector John Bremner was murdered on the Koyukuk River. The
response of miners was in sharp contrast to that on earlier occasions of violence. The
slaying of trader James Beans’ wife in 1878 had gone unpunished. Just four years
earlier Alaska Commercial Company trader George Holt of Knik had been killed by
Copper River Indians, but white men did not dare venture into the little-known Copper
River country for revenge. But with the death of Bremner, the pioneer prospector who
had encountered Lt. Henry Allen’s expedition in 1885, the Yukon whites determined
that their security demanded retribution. Their numbers at Fortymile were great
enough to insure success, although they had to go a good 400 miles and the lower
Koyukuk. Henry Davis related his experience:

July 10, 1888--We called for volunteers to go and have nineteen white men ‘
and two Indians, John Manook and Pitka, both fine, good natives. They did
not want to go much as they were afraid the Koyukuk Indians would come
back next winter and kill the Tanana natives. However, we talked them
over.

July 14, 1888--We stopped to see if there were any signs of Indians. Yes,
there was a cache full of white fish drying and Manook said the Indians had
gone up the creek for sure. We looked in the cache and found Bremner’s
tools which had his name on them. We were sure we were on the right
street. We saw smoke two bends upstream and all hands on the front deck
got ready to jump when the boat hit the bank. Others jumped and spread
out around the Indian camp. Their dogs were barking and jumping, and the
Indians ran into the tents, scared stiff. Only one Indian moved for his gun
and Folger hit him over the head with the barrel of his Buffalo Gun. We all
got together in a bunch, and Manook asked the Chief for the Indian who
killed the white man prospector. Then the Indian who Folger had hit stood
out bold and said ‘I killed the white man.” We took him on the boat as well
as their medicine man and his wife and two bad-looking squaws. Then we
smashed their guns over the woodpile and threw them in the river. We had
to back down the stream about half a mile to turn around and we put the
two squaws off at an old Indian camp. They took to the woods like rabbits.
We then tried the medicine man but could not connect him up with the
crime in any way, nor his wife, so we got ready for the hanging. There was ‘
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a big tree being over the river. We made a noose, tried it and it worked too
slow, that is, it didn’t slip so well, so Hank sent me for axle grease or lard to
grease the rope and it worked fine. We again put it on the Indian and
everybody pulied on the rope and tied him up and started for home. Every-
body was satisfied and in good spirits.?

Indian Packers

The other confrontations between whites and Indians in this period concerned
travel over the Chilkoot Pass. Traveling into the interior the Chilkats has long main-
tained a monopoly over the pass. They had resented the Hudson’s Bay Company’s
establishment of Fort Yukon in 1841 and Fort Selkirk in 1848 because the flow of trade
goods from Canada ended the dependence of interior Indians on those the Chilkats
brought in. As time passed, the Chilkats’ animosity declined, but they did burn and
pillage Fort Selkirk in 1852.

By September 1886, the trickle of prospectors venturing into the interior was
swelling. A confrontation occurred when Henry Davis, one of the pioneers on the
Fortymile, went out to Juneau for supplies, then tried to hire Indian packers on his
return journey. With the increasing traffic of miners into the interior the Hoonah
Indians were competing with the Chilkats in offering packing services to prospectors--
and the Chilkats were angry. When Davis landed near Dyea with his winter supplies,
Chilkat and Hoonah Indians milled on the beach. Negotiations for packers were impos-
sible so Davis sent for John J. Healy, proprietor of the Dyea trading post. Since the
potential for a Indian war had made Healy anxious earlier, he had already notified
government officials in Sitka before Davis appealed for help. The U.S. Navy’s armed
tug warship Pinta with a show of force as the Indian rivals declaimed and threatened.
Naval officers met with the Indian chiefs and Healy in a two-hour conference. After
the chiefs agreed to keep the peace Davis, and others were to hire 10 packers willing
to carry 100 pounds each to the Chilkoot summit. The $12.50 rate for each man was
lower than it had been previously because of the Indian competition.

Disputes among the Indians at Dyea and between Indians and whites occurred on
other occasions. In June 1888 the whites dispatched an urgent message to Juneau’s
U.S. Marshal:

We the undersigned write to you to have sent here a posse of armed men
on the Dispatcher or some other steamer at once, should the Pinta not be
within easy calling distance of Juneau. We last night dispatched an Indian
by canoe with a letter to the Man-of-War but being in doubt as to his
fidelity, or fearing that he may be intercepted, we send to you direct, as the
situation is becoming hourly more alarming. Sam Matthews the bearer of
this, will give you full particulars, regarding the shooting of one of our
packers by Kla--not, and the death of the Sub-chief. We are not a lot of
women to be easily frightened, but can take care of ourselves as long as
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ammunition holds out but something must be done for the safety of the
white residents.?

As it turned out, the Indians calmed down quickly, but the incident shows that, on
occasion, frontiersman in Alaska knew the fear that had haunted pioneers elsewhere in
the west.

Healy and the North American Transportation and Trading Company

John J. Healy deserves credit for foreseeing the Yukon-Alaska boom and convinc-
ing men of wealth to invest in his vision. He kept a keen eye on developments over
the late 1880s and was convinced that the interior’s future was bright. In 1891 he
wintered Outside and convinced an old Montana business associate, Portus B. Weare of
Chicago, that a major trading company could successfully compete with the long-es-
tablished Alaska Commercial Company. In the spring of 1892, the newly formed North
American Transportation and Trading Company (NAT&T) entered the Yukon field
with its first river steamboat and bases at St. Michael and Fortymile. Healy, as general
manager, supervised the operation at Fortymile--or Fort Cudahy as he named his post.
The well-known Chicago meat-packing Cudahy family had been induced by Weare to
share investment in the North American Transportation and Trading Company.*

The North American Transportation and Trading Company’s opportunity lay in a
natural resentment among miners of the trading monopoly and the occasional sharp
practices of Alaska Commercial Company agents. Occasionally, as Bill Leak and other
Fortymile pioneers got to Juneau in November 1895, miners’ complaints were reported
in the newspaper. Leak had taken the steamer Weare down to St. Michael where the
Alaska Commercial Company charged $2 daily for board and included the "poorest
fare. Rotten ham was dished up to them for so many successive meals that the miners
made a unanimous and just kick, knowing that a supply of wholesome ham was on
hand." Miners cried out against grub that had been damaged through leakage in
shipment and store prices at the Yukon’s mouth that equalled those in Fortymile.
According to Juneau’s Mining Record,

this company had held a monopolistic sway over that section of Alaska for
the past three or four decades but they now realize their days of indisputable
regency are numbered, that other transportation and mercantile companies
will soon be in the field that will crush them out of existence, and therefore
they are bleeding it at every opportunity and for all they are worth during
the short time they yet have to hold sway.®

Of course, the views of Juneau folks were not entirely objective. Businessmen
wanted interior miners to use their town as a supply and recreation point, and did not
mind criticism of the interior-based trading company. But Juneau businessmen had
trouble convincing miners that a Juneau base made sense. Transportation charges and
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limited steamer service inhibited miners from wintering over at Juneau. Yukon River
passage cost $50 and sea passage to Juneau from St. Michael via Unalaska and Sitka
was $120. Board costs ran the bill to more than $200 for miners who might want to
winter in Juneau. Thus, the newspapers commented, Juneau had lost the "fall and
spring harvest" from miners "loaded with from $1,000 to $20,000 in dust."

Healy, unlike McQuesten--one of the Alaska Commercial Company’s greatest
assets, was not popular with miners. Healy was far less congenial that he had been in
Montana and cared little for social contact. He was also blamed for the company’s
unpopular no-credit policy, although the policy made good commercial sense under the
circumstances. Healy did, however, grubstake miners whom he trusted as a company
investment.

The Alaska Commercial Company had maintained a virtual monopoly on interior
trade from 1870 until the challenged its dominance in 1892. With the little steamboats
Yukon, St. Michael, and New Racket the company serviced its several trading posts
efficiently. After the Fortymile development, the company prepared for increased trade
by launching the Arctic, a larger vessel, in 1889. The Arctic’s 140-ton cargo capacity was
eclipsed by the North American Transportation and Trading Company’s Portus B.
Weare, modeled on Missouri River steamboats and capable of handling 200-tons. The
Alaska Commercial Company responded in 1895 with Alice, also capable of carrying
200-tons, and the North American Transportation and Trading Company built the John
J. Healy, 241-tons, in 1896, and two larger vessels in 1897. In 1898, the Alaska
Commercial Company put three huge, 700-ton capacity vessels into service, the Susie,
Sarah, and Hannah’

By moving his base to St. Michael in 1892, then Fortymile in 1893, Healy left
opportunities for other entrepreneurs on the coast. Jack Dalton, conspicuous among
the other independent traders and commercial venturers for daring and initiative, cast
his lot with the Lynn Canal entry route into the interior in 1893-94 when he established
Dalton Post in Yukon Territory and commenced work on his Chilkat Pass Trail to the
coast.

Healy’s move to the interior provided a wider opportunity for William Moore, the
veteran mariner and prospector who had called the White Pass route to Canadian
surveyor William Ogilvie’s attention in 1887. By 1895 Moore was certain that a gold
rush would occur over the White Pass. He and his son, Bernard, filed on a homestead
at what became Skagway, and began building on wharf there.

Signs of Civilization

When miners found diversions from the practicalities of transport and work it
showed the advance of civilization. It can be said that civilization arrived on the Yukon
in 1894. There were two clear signs in that year, the establishment of a Canadian
Police post at Fortymile and the publication of the interior’s first newspaper, the Yukon
Press, at Fort Adams (Tanana).
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Advertisements in the Yukon Press showed an acceleration of commerce because of .
the recent gold strikes near Circle. The North American Transportation and Trading
Company moved fast to build a post there, but the North American Transportation and
Trading Company and the venerable Alaska Commercial Company were not the only
traders in the interior. There were also several independent traders as well as the
veterans, Jack McQuesten at Fortymile, Al Mayo at Tanana, and Arthur Harper at the
Pelly River--all associated with the Alaska Commercial Company with its base at St.
Michael and a branch at Andrieffaki. Of these, H. Kokerine at Nowakakat, D. Belkoff
at Anvik, T.H. Beaumont at Fort Yukon and Porcupine, and A. Romkoff at Kotultk
were primarily fur traders, but the new wave of mining interest was well represented by
Gordon Bettles at Arctic City and Nulato; George Carmack at Salmon River; and Joe
Ladue at Sixtymile. The last named traders either prospected themselves or eagerly
backed other prospectors. Two years later Carmack would make the strike that pre-
cipitated the Klondike gold rush; Ladue would lay out the townsite of Dawson while
Bettles would give his name to a Koyukuk mining town near what would become the
Gates of the Arctic National Park.

The Yukon Press, published by the Rev. Jules L. Prevost with the help of trader
Gordon Bettles, had as its object "to promote man’s religious, moral and mental facili-
ties, and to develop the great resources of the Valley." News of mining was of most
importance in all issues. Bettles wrote a lead article on Koyukuk mining in the first
issue, describing the difficulties of the country, and warning any interested parties
outside: "I deem it necessary to advise . . . owing to the difficulty of opening deep .
diggings, as it will at least, take the greater portion of the first season before much, if
any returns are realized, to come prepared if possible to meet those obligations." That
winter there were 22 miners on the Koyukuk with another six wintering at Tanana who
intended to move up the Koyukuk in the spring.®

"Local News," a popular column, included reports on Franklin Gulch mining and
Stuart and Miller creeks. The compiler, probably Bettles, commented on several pros-
pectors who came in the previous spring and left in the fall. They were "satisfied in
their own minds that this is no country for them, [and] we are of the same opinion.
Those who expect to meet with success in this country by mining, must expect to meet
with many disappointments and failures, do a good deal of hard work, and suffer many
hardships."

"Local News" also reported on the Birch Creek discovery, which led to the founding
of the town of Circle City on the Yukon River. Bettles who encountered two Indians
at Tanana who had $400 in dust, joined three Koyukuk prospectors who decided to try
the upper Yukon in preference to the Koyukuk. They took passage on the little
steamer, Arctic, upriver, landed 90 miles above Fort Yukon, hired Indian packers for a
two-days portage "over a wet and disagreeable country" to reach Birch Creek 150 miles
above its mouth. They prospected up Birch Creek for another 150 miles but with no
success. Despite his vested interest in the Koyukuk, Bettles did not knock Birch Creek.
He blamed the high water for his party’s inability to prospect effectively: "“We did not
do the country justice." .
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Newspaper readers of Juneau and Seattle in April 1895 could have no doubt that
things were picking up in the interior. An estimated 425 people, including children,
were strung out on the trail from Dyea to the Yukon headwaters. Indian packers were
in demand for the last stage of the trip to the summit, getting $1.50 per 100 pounds
from "the foot of the last pitch to the summit." Technological advances included
Peterson’s tramway, which carried goods from base to summit for 50 cents per 100
pounds, "the miners doing their own work operating it." The tramway did not always
perform well. Other aids to passage included a trail cut by Edgar Wilson, John Healy’s
partner at Dyea, around the canyon between Dyea and Sheep Camp.

Circle’s Progress

Gold was discovered on Birch Creek, a Yukon tributary within Alaska, in 1892. As
good gold prospects drew other men to join the discoverers mining on Pitka’s Bar, the
community of Circle City developed at the site of Manny Hill’s store on the Yukon
about 30 miles from the diggings. Other discoveries in 1893 on Birch, Mastodon,
Deadwood, and Mammoth creeks attracted more stampeders. Although some of the
prospects were as much as 80 miles from Circle, the new settlement served as the base
for a burgeoning population. The new Alaska gold field soon proved itself. Although
the yield in 1893-94 was only $9,000 from Mastodon, Deadwood, and Mammoth creeks,
the production from the entire Birch Creek district by the end of 1895 was $150,000.

Circle’s growth was encouraged by Jack McQuesten, who established a store and
extended credit to at least 80 Fortymile miners. The population reached 700 in 1896, a
sizeable community for Alaska and one that was destined to last. Circle’s growing
prominence drew John J. Healy and a North American Transportation and Trading
Company store in 1894 and other amenities, including saloons and dancehalls, the
Yukon Order of Pioneers (originally founded at Fortymile in 1894 and reorganized at
Circle in 1895), and another significant society--the Miners Association, which
determined mining regulations and, on the cultural side, developed the library book
collection McQuesten had bought from Fortymile. By 1896 a school opened with 30
students, mostly native, and an Episcopal Church was constructed. Circle City also
became the new location for the Yukon Press, which moved from Tanana.™

Sometimes there was some relief from the hard work of prospecting, mining, and
household chores. As the prosperity and population of the Yukon Valley swelled in
1896, entertainers from San Francisco showed up at Fortymile. A variety troop
managed by Jack Smith entertained grateful miners with songs and dance before
moving on to Circle as it became the larger camp. Circle’s miners paid $2.50 for seats
in the Tivoli Music Hall, a two-story log building. After seven months the program
became somewhat stale, but the 11-member company made good money, particularly as
its six women were the only white women in the interior save for the wives of a few
missionaries and traders.

George T. Snow added to entertainment possibilities when he opened the Grand
Opera House in summer 1896. Theatregoers weary of the Tivoli fare could see the
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veteran thespian Snow, his wife, and son in such classics as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Old .
Kentucky, The Newboy, and Camille. Additionally, the Miners Association sponsored
minstrel shows and other entertainment presented by James Dougherty and Casey
Moran.

Harry Ash was another Yukon theatrical man who became famous. Juneau was
the first Alaska town in which Ash entertained citizens before moving on to Circle and
Dawson. Among his cast were the Drummond sisters, whose connections with
Swiftwater Bill Gates and other romantic episodes in Dawson, would result in tem-
porary fame for the women. By September 1897, Ash would be dubbed the "gambler
millionaire” of the Klondike. When he turned up in Seattle with his wife, a previous
wife he had forgotten was at the dock with police to arrest him for bigamy. A Juneau
newspaper reflected that "things were not going as well in the land of sunshine and
flowers as in the Jand of gold.""

Circle lacked a theater critic, but Ash’s variety program drew favorable reviews in
Juneau before he moved into the interior: "There are no waits, the entire mammoth
show is run through with lightning-like rapidity and the entire show is a kaleidoscope of
shining sensationalites. There is not a weak feature in it, everything is new, bright and
up to date.” May Hamilton and Georgie Roubein sang popular airs; Fred Breen and
Fred Winans presented comic skits; Rose Davenport captured the mood of one of San
Francisco’s celebrated murder cases with her tragic narrative song, "The Durrant Case”
and the Drummond sisters danced and did a contortion act. Other acts included a
topical two-act drama, "The Miner’s Oath," with James Townsend as the villain. All .
this cost only 25 cents.™

Circle’s decline followed hard on its peak in 1896 but was not caused, as is usual
in placer mining districts, by the exhaustion of local mines. What caused the exodus
from Circle in 1896-97 was the stirring news of George Carmack’s gold discovery on the
Klondike--a development that marked a watershed in northern history.

Carmack’s Discovery

George Carmack’s prospecting with Skookum Jim and Tagish Charlie along the
Klondike, a tributary of the Yukon, followed the suggestion made to him by Robert
Henderson. Henderson, for reasons he had good cause to regret, did not stake any
claims himself, and left the region before his friends struck gold on August 17, 1896.
Some weeks Jater, Carmack showed some of his nuggets at Fortymile, and miners
dashed to the new bonanza. It took longer for the word to reach Circle, but when it
did, most of the population rushed to the Klondike.

The new town of Dawson boomed over the winter of 1896-97, where Joe Ladue
had plotted a site near his store and sawmill. The progress of the community was
orderly despite its rapid growth because Canadian officials at Fortymile moved quickly
to establish order. William Ogilvie, who had been waiting at Fort Cudahy during
summer 1897 for directions on boundary survey work, sent the first word to Ottawa: .
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I am very much pleased to be able to inform you [he wrote] that a most
important discovery of gold has been made on a creek called Bonanza
Creek, an affluent of the river known here as the Klondyke. It is marked on
the maps extant as Deer River, and joins the river a few miles above the site
of Fort Reliance. The discovery was made by G. W. Cormack [sic], who
worked with me in 1887 on the coast range. The indications are that it is
very rich, indeed the richest yet found, and as far as work has been carried
on it realizes expectations. It is only two weeks since it was known, and
already about 200 claims have been staked on it, and the creek is not yet
exhausted; it, and its branches are considered good for 300 or 400 claims.
Besides, there are two other creeks above it, which it is confidently expected
will yield good pay; and if they do so, we shall have 800 to 1000 claims on
this river, which will require over 200 men for their proper working."'

Ogilvie moved upriver to Dawson to provide an official survey of the townsite and
of claims on Bonanza Creek and elsewhere. Mounties stationed at Fortymile also
moved to Dawson to assume jurisdiction of police and court matters. Ottawa immedi-
ately dispatched a larger force of Mounties from the south to support the detachment
in the North. It was the availability of a well-organized, fully empowered national
police force that distinguished the Klondike from other western American and Alaska
mining frontiers. The law-and-order lid went on at once--and stayed on; life and
property were secure throughout the Canadian North.

By June 1897 Dawson had grown to a community of 4,000 people housed in some
500 buildings. For some months it was the most famous town in the world, a place that
fascinated millions and attracted many thousands who hoped to join those on the
ground before all the gold was gone.

The first full report on the Klondike development appeared in Juneau’s Alaska
Mining Record of February 10, 1897. Miners A.D. Nash and W.M. Cowley arrived in
Juneau by canoe from Dyea with two Indians, including Schwatka, the native who had
guided Lt. Frederick Schwatka’s army exploring party in 1883 and taken the com-
mander’s name. Nash and Cowley had left Dawson on December 4, traveling over the
Chilkoot with Capt. William Moore, hearty enough at age 72 to take the Canadian
governments first mail contract. Everyone in Juneau read the Nash-Cowley report
avidly:

The Clondyke river is a stream about forty yards in width at the point of its
confluence with the Yukon about fifty-five miles above Forty Mile, and is
about such a stream as Forty Mile creek. Its principal tributaries are
Bonanza and Hunker creeks, each about twenty miles in length. Bear and
Too-Much-Gold being smaller streams emptying into it all from the south,
the mouth of Bonanza being about two miles above the point where the
Clondyke empties into the Yukon. These streams and their branches are



22 Golden Places

very rapid--much more so than the other prospected streams of the district. .
The discovery claim on Bonanza creek lies about twelve miles above its

mouth, or some fourteen miles from the Yukon. The gold of this district is

invariably found in the beds of the streams there being no bench diggings.

The pay streak runs from three to six feet deep and lies under from twelve

to twenty feet of gravel, and the district is distinctly and entirely a winter

diggings, sinking and drifting being only practicable when the gravel is frozen.

One hundred and ninety-two claims are staked out along Bonanza creek,
extending a distance of twelve miles, 102 below and ninety above the dis-
covery claim. Boulder creek empties into Bonanza at No. 42 below and has
twenty claims staked along it. Adams creek enters at No. 7 below and on it
are located thirty claims. At No. 7 above, Boulder creek enters and has
forty-five staked claims upon it. Victoria creek, Carmack guich and two
other small creeks--pups’--are also tributary to Bonanza and have an aggre-
gate of forty-one locations, but are not yet surveyed. A total of 332 claims
located on Bonanza and its tributaries. Baker creek is included in this
district, having its source near the head of Adams creek, though flowing west
and emptying into the Yukon some nine miles above the mouth of Clondyke.
Baker creek has sixty claims located upon it."

Glowing Reports .

The northern miners were the ultimate source of all information, and some of the
original Klondike reports caught the excitement among the men in the field. Gold-
struck prospectors told of wonderful things in private letters in terms of awe that could
not be capped by outside journalists--even those who might be permitted flourishes of
fevered imagination. And such letters were made available through publication. "Don’t
pay any attention to what anyone says but come in at your earliest opportunity," wrote
Casey Moran from Dawson to his friend George Rice in March 1897: "My God! it is
appalling to hear the truth but nevertheless the world has never produced its equal
before." And Burt Shuler, writing to a friend in early June assured him that "I have
seen gold dust until it looks almost as cheap as sawdust." He tempered his exuberance
a bit by giving his friend practical advice: "Take someone who understands boating and
take no chances." Shuler, despite his gold-common-as-sawdust reference calculated to
inspire the most sluggish man, hesitated to advise his friend to come: "The journey is
not entirely one continued round of pleasure." But how could his friend resist when he
learned that work at $15 daily was assured to stampeders who did not care to risk
prospecting their own claims? A $15 wage in ’97 was a princely stipend almost beyond
the ken of an American worker--and certainly beyond his grasp in ordinary circum-
stances.'

Exaggerations?--no, not really, when examined in the spirit of the times. And
Juneau’s newspaper editor saw no reason to warn his readers to avoid being carried .
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away. How could Burt Shuler’s friend hesitate, especially as another letter arrived in
the same mail confirming that Shuler held a claim on Bonanza Creek and adding that
Billy Leake’s purchased claim on El Dorado "is supposed to be worth a million; there
are 34 claims on the same creek which seem to be as good?" If a sober miner re-
ported prospects of $34,000,000 on one creek and was believed by other Alaskans, is it
any wonder that Klondike fever swept the world?'

The editor of the San Francisco Chronicle saw no reason to resist printing a letter
from Dawson dispatched "by a prominent and wealthy young businessman of San
Francisco to his brother" that glittered with rich details: "The excitement on the river is
indescribable, and the output . . . almost beyond belief." Stories of huge gains "are
substantiated by ocular demonstration . . . some of the stories are so fabulous that I am
afraid to report them, for fear of being suspected of the infection." And the Klondike
man was even able to confirm the reports of others on prevailing wages--cause enough
for an exodus from poverty-ridden cities: "Labor is $15 a day and board, with 100 days’
work guaranteed . . . men who worked for bits last year are now talking and showing
thousands, and the air is full of millions.""”

Since this letter appeared in the same Chronicle issue that reported the arrival of
Excelsior, the first ship to reach the outside with Dawson miners and their well-filled
pokes, it could be supported by local "ocular demonstration." And folks gawked at the
dock as the 15 fortunate miners disembarked with their gold sacks, hurrying after them
to hear their wonderful stories. When a reporter saw the scores of sacks valued at a
reported $500,000 to $750,000 and heard the stories he could safely pass along the
cheering news that "millions upon millions of virgin gold, according to the story, await
the fortunate miner who has the hardihood and courage to penetrate into the unknown
depths of the Yukon district."®

Key words and phrases seized on quite naturally by hurried writers contributed to
developing myths and legends: "hardihood and courage . . . unknown depths." Some-
thing important is added here by the writers who endowed gold seekers with manly
virtues. Thus it was that the public perceived that gold-seekers are not grasping profi-
teers, lazy men casting for the fast buck; nor were they anxious, unemployed family
men willing to gamble for steady, high-paid work. Instead they were daring, brave
adventurers willing to plunge into the unknown. Writers did no harm in perpetuating
such images in Klondike stories. Reaching the Yukon would prove taxing enough for
many hardy folks and sustaining existence over a harsh winter would be even more of a
challenge for many.

The Chronicle followed its first Excelsior story with one repeating the advice
received from returning miners: "Do not go unless you have good outfit, plenty of
provisions and money enough to last a year." Travel presents difficulties "which stagger
the average man." No one following events could miss the point that "dangers and
hardships" faced any stampeders, nor that the rich ground was already occupied:
wealth was available for those with "the money to buy claims and hire miners."*®

But even a widespread acceptance of such warnings could not discourage hopefuls
who figured that the vast northern region probably contained other Klondikes--as
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indeed it did--and that they could find them. It was this anticipation of Klondike ‘
conditions existing elsewhere that turned considerable numbers of stampeders to the

Copper River, Koyukuk, Cook Inlet, Kotzebue Sound, although the Klondike still

remained the goal of most argonauts.

By July 17, only two days after the Excelsior news, San Franciscans were already on
the move: "Working men quit their jobs and joined the procession for the long and
tedious journey northward," proclaimed the Chronicle. As might be expected,
Californians could not forbear comparisons with the great stampede that had lured so
many thousands to its shores: "Not since the days of ’49 . . . has there been such
excitement in mining circles." The excitement in Seattle, when Portland arrived a day
after the Excelsior with its complement of successful miners, was even more intense,
turning the Puget Sound town "upside down" with a "delirium" of gold fever: "Police-
men are resigning from the force, every street car man that can raise a stake has given
notice to the company . . . men neglect their businesses and congregate in groups on
the street in excited discussion.®

When careful men like Inspector Strickland of the Northwest Mounted Police, a
Portland arrival at Seattle, offered hope to those thinking of trying their chances, many
felt optimistic. Once again the matter of high wages was stressed: "The claims now
staked out will afford employment to about 5,000 men . . . If a man is strong, healthy,
and wants work, he can find employment at good wages." Strickland accurately re-
ported that wages in mines had been $15 daily and in sawmills $10 over the 1896-97
winter, and that Dawson’s population totalled 2,000 to 3,000 residents. This meant that .
at least a couple of thousand more could earn tremendous wages in 1897-1898, but a
flood of 20,000 stampeders would certainly cause extensive unemployment.?’

Starvation Reports

Joe Ladue, justly acclaimed as "the founder of Dawson," was a trader and sawmill
man with much to gain by the swelling of the town’s population. He quickly perceived
that enthusiasm was getting out of hand. "I am appalled at the prospect,” he told
newsmen. "Everybody seems to be gold mad, and if one-third of those who have talked
about going to the Clondyke reach there death in its most horrible form will soon
follow." Don’t go at this season, he warned, winter was not far away when "privation
and suffering is always the rule and not the exception."?

Ladue’s cries triggered a debate that raged for months on the prospects of famine
conditions over the 1897-98 winter, a controversy that did not finally end until Yukon
River traffic reopened in spring ’98. Concern over food supplies resulted in a number
of projects and plans for the alleviation of forecasted distress. Some were sensible, like
the Mounties’ insistence that Chilkoot Pass travelers carry in plenty of grub. Others,
like the Rev. Sheldon Jackson’s promotion of a reindeer drive to Dawson were farcical
and ill-conceived. But the starvation debate did underscore the greatest differences
between the North and other regions of the West. There were no easy ways to service
a district where climate impeded transportation so severely over a long season. .
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Exaggerated and false stories on Klondike conditions had proliferated in the
nation’s press by summer of ’97. Editors pressed for colorful Klondike items did not
discriminate. Thus when someone falsely reported the shooting of two thieves on the
Chilkoot Trail to a Vancouver paper, other papers presented the story without reserva-
tion.® Reports that provisions would be short over the 1897-98 winter had substance
because the trading companies knew what quantities were coming, yet the distinction
between short supplies and certain famine was blurred by panicky reports. Trading
companies had an interest in encouraging the traffic flow to the Yukon, yet would bear
part of the burden if disaster struck. Healy in Dawson handled the matter much better
than J.E Hansen, his Alaska Commercial Company rival who dashed frantically through
Dawson’s Front Street crying: "Go! Go! Flee for your lives!" Government officials
joined in Hansen’s alarm, but their unease was more understandable: an exodus from
Dawson, even if unwarranted, was preferable to what might have occurred if starvation
conditions came.?*

If traders and government officials on the spot could not predict the future, the
distant newspapers could not be more accurate. In September the San Francisco
Chronicle assumed that the worst had already occurred and began taking credit for
earlier editorial warnings: "The Chronicle wants no better attestation than its files that
it told them not to go." In part, the paper was responding to general denunciations of
the press for misleading readers to trigger a stampede into "the blackness of the long
arctic night and the freeze of the long arctic winters" without food.#

A day later the Chronicle featured a story sent by correspondent William A. Ryan
from Charles H. Hamilton enroute to Dawson. Passing the steamer John J. Healy
coursing downriver with returning Klondikers sobered the passengers on Hamilton.
"What’re ye going to eat when yet get there?" called Healy passengers. Ryan and
others had heard about the preponderance of whiskey landed at Dawson by Weare and
condemned the North American Transportation and Trading Company. "But the
criticism applies with equal force to each company. Avarice is the marked character-
istic of both companies at St. Michael . . . it is nothing less than a crime for these
transportation companies to scatter advertisements broadcast and bring so many people
into the county."#

By January 1898 folks interested in the Klondike had access to much information
from those who rushed in 97 and had then returned Outside. Sam Archer, for ex-
ample, was a Seattle man who made no bones about the severity of the climate or the
hard work packing into the country. His party took six weeks crossing the White Pass
before building a boat on Lake Bennett and navigating the treacherous rapids on the
upper Yukon. Archer and party carried their cargo around White Horse rapids be-
cause several lives had been lost already that season and many boats had been
smashed.

Archer found conditions in Dawson tolerable, but deeply resented the reports of
starvation fostered by sensational journalists because they created unnecessary anxiety
among families of stampeders. Wildcat speculation on mining properties and the
perjuries of locators who recorded claims that had not actually been prospected, created
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much hysteria in Dawson. Too many folks pretended that their discoveries were of
bonanza proportions; they lied in hope of selling out at an inflated price. "The
Klondike is the worst country for lies and liars I ever saw." Lying about a claim’s
prospects was understandable, but Archer marveled at lies about smaller matters and
events occurring Outside. It was said that Jack Dalton died on the trail; that Swiftwater
Bill Gates got his feet frozen; and that the U.S. and Japan were at war.”

Many rumors originated outside as well. The departure of the U.S. revenue cutter
Bear from San Francisco for the relief of whalers stranded at Point Barrow triggered a
story of "another object in view besides the one of humanity." Pundits argued that
"somewhere in the frozen north, somewhere in that charmed arctic circle whose floes
have always attracted so many daring explorers, there exists a region which abounds in
little else than gold." Another rumor was that highly placed government officials had
instructed Bear’s commander to locate claims for them. The Seattle Times believed such
stories must be taken with a grain of salt, yet pondered the alacrity of the government
in fitting out Bear:

It will be remembered that a great deal more haste was employed . . . than
in sending the relief outfit to alleged sufferers at Dawson City. It will also
be remembered that some officers made exceedingly quick journeys across
the country to go on the expedition . . . perhaps because of a vision of
golden Eldorado.

It soon became obvious that the Klondike discovery, however much it might be
misrepresented, was momentous. Rather quickly the event began building a force
capable of sweeping thousands of individuals around the world into its vortex. Few
events cause the kind of impact that triggers a mass movement, but the Klondike
stirred the kind of frenzy that induced thousands of people to uproot themselves.
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Chapter 3
The Stampeders

The world hungered for news from the glittering towns near the great gold fields.
What people wanted to hear most were confirmations of the region’s mineral wealth--
particularly reports of new gold discoveries and favorable accounts of the community’s
well-being. Further confirmation of the existence of bountiful gold answered a deep
need. Easily accessible sources of wealth promoted optimism among would-be
stampeders and investors and even among nonparticipants aware of the Klondike’s
benefit to the economy. Dawson’s well-being was also very significant to those who
worried about family members or friends in the north. Thus, news from Dawson was
eagerly sought--any news, trivial or significant would do, and the public’s heart opened
equally to either stories of high jinks or those of stern purpose among the argonauts.

Returning Miners Report

Stories of all kinds abounded. No one doubted that high-minded, steadfast
prospectors would fare better in the pursuit of gold than careless plungers, but reports
on either class were fascinating. Who could resist the thrills of hearing about
Swiftwater Bill Gates and his ilk--those prodigal spenders who defied copybook maxims
yet gained great fortunes? Men and women who struggled every day of their lives for a
modest living were excited by characters like Gates, whose triumph fulfilled a romantic
need.

But what was to be believed of Dawson with so many conflicting stories? Did one
who planned to go, or to invest, or who was involved only in cheering for another, have
any reasons for optimism? On any day, in any city, a couple of pennies for a news-
paper provided much food for thought. Edgar Mizner, one of a famous San Francisco
family, and a Dawson employee of the Alaska Commercial Company, told of unlimited
wealth. He calculated that the gold field extended 300 miles and expected $5,000,000
to be taken out in 1897. Some estimated $10,000,000, "but I have noticed a local
inclination to brag," wrote Mizner for a San Francisco newspaper, "and I want to be
entirely within the facts in any information I send out from this camp of marvels."
Dawson reminded him of Tombstone and the California camps Bret Harte celebrated
in stories, but this one showed better qualities. There were boisterousness, gambling,
and dance halls by the score, but fair mining laws and the presence of Mounties pre-
vented much of the fighting over claims that erupted in earlier camps.’

Gestures spoke louder than words as the excitement over one returning Klondiker
in New York indicated. James D. Clements knew how to stir up folks. As the "El
Dorado King" he checked into the Continental Hotel with his wife and two children and
chatted easily with newsmen who were awed by his wife’s bracelet of large gold nuggets.
Clements told how he had devised the first tramway over the Chilkoot, showed three
caribou skin sacks stuffed with $30,000 in gold, and expressed full faith in the
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Klondike’s long-term prosperity. Clements, Clarence Berry, Frank Phiscator, and Anton .
Standen were the El Dorado discoverers and among the region’s first monied men. But
he said that he would not go through the suffering he experienced again unless certain
of a big find.?

Clements moved to the Lafayette Hotel in New York before Christmas and
displayed there a glittering Christmas tree decorated with nuggets, $20 gold pieces, and
presents valued at $50,000. Visitors were given nuggets from the tree for souvenirs
because Clements, who estimated his fortune at $2,000,000, was not a miserly fellow.
The Christmas tree had been conceived in a dream experienced by Clements a year
earlier after eating a cold hunk of caribou with his fingers while celebrating the nativity.
He vowed then that he would treat himself and family to just such a tree if he survived
with his wealth. Proudly, Clements told eveityone how he had quit his job as a brake-
man on the Southern Pacific in March 1896, then "discovered" the Chilkoot Pass after
disembarking at Dyea.?

Some returning gold kings uttered sober, practical warnings. Clarence Berry’s
success had attracted much attention, particularly because his wife had been with him at
Fortymile when the Klondike strike news reached the camp. The Berrys had happened
to be at the right place at the right time, but Clarence, the employer of many less
fortunate miners, questioned the plans being formulated by stampeders. Bachelors
could take their chances in *98, but "I would not advise any married man to go to the
Klondike in anticipation of being able to earn money to send back to his family." This
was sensible advice. Most stampeders were able to find work when they did not find ‘
gold, but few earned enough to support households Outside. Berry was dismayed to
hear of families selling their homes to raise money for the trip: "They will make a big
mistake in doing this. There is a chance that a man may remain there several years
without striking anything, and on top of that comes the danger of starvation. In a way,
I think that the people are excited without cause." Berry’s distaste for the excitement
extended to a weariness with being one of the most celebrated men in San Francisco.
As he looked at a stack of letters and telegrams arriving at the rate of 100 daily, and
learned that 1,500 people called at the Grand Hotel hoping for a chat, he grew irritated
and tried to keep out of sight. "The thing is something terrible,” he complained. "It is
practically impossible for me to go to my meals without being interrupted.” On the
street he was accosted at every step "by people who pretend to know me, and who
invariably give me the glad hand."™

Charles E. Meyers of Illinois, a veteran southwestern prospector before trying
Alaska, considered Clarence Berry too optimistic. -Meyers had found gold, too, but he
insisted that newcomers had no chance at all. Old-timers found the gold because of
their knowledge. "People are very foolish to go there now. They will be sure to suffer
very much. Many of them will die. There is really no way for them to live."™

Even men who had not been North could advise as if they were experts. "Don’t
hurry,” said U.S. Senator George Shoup of Idaho, an experienced mining man. History
shows that "big money is to be made by people who follow the miners and speculate in
claims . . . what the pioneers bring back is insignificant compared with the fortunes ‘
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made by later arrivals." Of course, Shoup was addressing himself to monied men so his
wisdom had little impact on the masses who knew they had to be early on the ground;
their hopes rested in finding--not speculating.®

Journalism and the Klondike

The acclaim successful miners experienced in 1897 illustrated the public’s fixation
with the distant North. As the drama of the Klondike discoveries unfolded it is possible
to trace the spread of the excitement across the nation. Charges were made at the
time--and have been repeated since--against newpapers’ role in exaggerating reports of
wealth, making light of difficulties facing stampeders, and in other ways encouraging a
mass migration. Among the flood of information published in newspapers, magazines,
and guidebooks were some inaccuracies and exaggerations, but fewer than might be
expected. A review of newspapers published in Chicago, New York, San Francisco, and
Seattle does not show irresponsible coverage of northern events.

Public interest in the Klondike was very high for good reasons. Gold stories
appealed to readers because they suggested that quick fortunes could be won by
ordinary folks--which was true enough. Equally appealing was the lure of the exotic.
For the first time since the acquisition of Alaska by the United States a wave of inter-
est in the North erupted. Quite suddenly, everyone wanted to know about the Yukon
region and the most commonplace facts regarding climate, distances, and events fasci-
nated them. On the whole writers sought the best information on hand in reference
books or through interviews with northern travelers and passed it along to their readers.
As with any major new event the press helped sustain interest through lively coverage,
but the stampede could hardly be called a newspaper-inspired event any more than any
other newsworthy national or international episode.

One of the appealing aspects of the journalistic coverage of events was deter-
mined by geography and climate. Reporters flocking North shared the rigors of the
trail with stampeders and readily fell in with the spirit of their quest. They were not
detached observers of the mass movement but participants, and most sent pretty lively
copy back to their editors.

Shipping

Klondike bustle on the Seattle waterfront was obvious in 1897-98 as ships readied

to sail north. On any day residents could view "the now familiar every-day scene of a
big boat loaded indiscriminately almost with a teaming assortment of freight and pas-
sengers for the gold fields,” a newspaper observed. It was expected that the pace
would quicken from February ’98 as parties from the east reached the Puget Sound
port. Seattle transportation companies could handle 15,000 passengers each month.
Ships available on the sound and an estimated 40 other ocean and river vessels under
construction would be augmented by vessels expected around the Horn from eastern
ports. Estimates of 100,000 gold seekers departing from Seattle created an optimistic
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mood among skippers, although some guessed that the tide of stampeders might hit
300,000. Each passenger would have about a ton and a half of supplies which meant
that an immense fleet of Yukon boats and barges would be required. Riverboats would
average two round trips, carrying 200 tons of cargo; some would push up to three
barges carrying 200 tons each ahead. Statisticians were kept busy figuring the traffic;
one steamboat man concluded that 375 vessels would be needed to insure every
Klondiker three squares a day for a year and a half’

New ocean ships were readied for the ’98 Klondike traffic. At a shipyard in
Philadelphia, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Pennsylvania, once the mainstays of passenger
service between Liverpool and Philadelphia, were altered for stampeders and northern
cargoes. Smaller vessels were readied as well, and steam yachts from the Atlantic
Coast were shipped by flatcar to the Pacific Coast.

After shipwrecks on the northern run called attention to the unseaworthiness of
some vessels, the collector of customs began restricting passenger loads on ships from
Puget Sound. In San Francisco, newspapers called for similar regulation. Perhaps
nothing could be done about heavy freight loads, editors argued, but passengers should
be protected from their indifference to good sense. Ships were wallowing out of the
bay that should not carry passengers. "Their cargoes alone had sunk them to the line
of their port holes,” and, though listing, their decks swarmed with men, women, and
boys. "There were three times as many as the lifeboats could carry,” wrote a report of
one ship. If the government could not regulate shipowners then, a writer said, insur-
ance companies should refuse policies unless safety precautions were taken.®

Some of the northbound ships had long and unusual histories. Eliza Anderson,
known as the oldest vessel on Puget Sound, was a side-wheeler built in 1830. After
serving for many decades, the vessel rested in a boneyard at Olympia for 16 years, as
her timbers bleached and movables were removed by vandals. Returned to service
again she sank in Seattle’s harbor and lay at the bottom for a year before being raised
and readied for northern service. It is not remarkable that the northern voyage of the
Eliza Anderson proved to be long and unpleasant for its passengers.

The Polly or Politkofskey, had been a Russian gunboat at Sitka and was acquired
by the U.S. government at the time of the Alaska purchase. Later the Port Blakely
Mill Company used her as a tug on Puget Sound. With the Klondike rush, owners
dismantled and remodelled the old boat, removing boilers, machinery, and super-
structure, for service as a barge on the Yukon.

The famed goldship Portland, formerly Haitian Republic, had been in the West
Indian trade before moving to Puget Sound for coastal trade service. Smuggling activi-
ties brought her to the attention of the government. Seizure, condemnation, and sale
followed. The North American Transportation and Trading Company renamed the ship
to obscure her lawless past and fitted her for northern service.?

Shipowners, desperate for vessels, scoured the boneyards for possibilities. Fifty-
year-old hulls presented some dangers on the runs to St. Michael and Kotzebue Sound,
but there were great profits to be made. Some wary passengers insisted on inspecting
the hold of old ships, assuming that if no signs of leaking were visible that all was well.
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One shipper covered the hold with tar paper, installed half-inch flooring, and scattered
dirt and stone as "ballast" to avoid close scrutiny.

Seattle newspapers warned against such old hulks. Most "floating coffins" pre-
paring to leave Puget Sound had been brought up from San Francisco or Portland,
according to the Seattle Times, "and Seattle is not very far behind either one of them."
The newspaper dispatched its own team of "inspectors” to the waterfront and warned
against the Guardian of Seattle: "while laying in port, calmly and steadily at her dock,
she is kept dry by her sheathing . . . this will not avail her when she gets to rocking at
sea."®

By July 1897 many businessmen were considering better means of transport to the
Yukon. Capt. Charles M. Goodall had shipped livestock to Juneau for conveyance by
Jack Dalton over the Dalton Trail and believed that this route from Pyramid Harbor to
Fort Selkirk would become the major entry. He did not believe that the proposed
Chilkoot tramways with connections to steamer services from Lake Lindeman would be
successful because handling and portage costs would be too high. He also was dubious
about the various railroad schemes because approvals and construction would take too
long."

Whatever the uncertainties of transport, the stampeders of 98 headed North.
Those who read widely about the Klondike might have avoided some pitfalls and
frustrations by preparing well and anticipating conditions, but their care did not neces-
sarily eliminate all risks and woes. Success in the Klondike turned on good luck, sturdy
character, sufficient resources, wise choices of transport, and particular conditions
encountered en route. Stampeders whose preparations, resources, and abilities were
inadequate were, naturally, more likely to be misdirected by erroneous information or
the lack of information, and to be defrauded by transport companies and others. It is
no wonder that many stampeders gave up before reaching the Klondike and returned
home, and others, abandoning their Klondike dreams, scattered throughout the North in
hope of striking riches elsewhere.

Who were the Stampeders?

Among those lured North were the obscure; the well-known; the impoverished;
the wealthy; those who were well-prepared and those woefully ill-prepared; men fleeing
from the law or their families; men keen to uphold the law and provide support for
their families; and men whose wives and children accompanied them. Of the cast of
thousands participating in the great exodus we know the individual stories of a remark-
able number because many kept diaries, wrote letters that have been preserved, or
published accounts of their experiences; and because a small army of journalists joined
the stampede. Dispatches from newsmen and celebrities on contract proliferated in the
newspapers of the United States, Canada, and Europe, but space was always made for
newsy letters sent by ordinary folks.

Stampeders had many experiences in common. Problems of outfitting, marine
transportation, and trail travel were similar for all stampeders, and their vicissitudes
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after reaching the gold fields (if they did) fell into one of several major patterns. Of
course, stampeders were still unique as individuals, even if they were components in a
mass movement.

To understand the appeal of the Klondike and Alaska to most stampeders, it is
only necessary to recall the economic conditions of the 1890s. In 1893 a sharp reces-
sion slowed the economy and caused a high level of unemployment, a situation that had
not been mended by 1897-98. If economic reality was grim for many people, their
expectation of fulfilling the old American dream of improving their lot dramatically still
bloomed freshly. Thus, psychologically, they were ready to uproot themselves and make
other sacrifices to grasp at fortune.

Marshall Bond, a wealthy, young college-educated man whose father made a
fortune in mining, was in Seattle when Portland docked after its historic voyage. Bond
craved adventure as much as the notion of seeking gold, which was part of the family
tradition. With no need to wait, because money for necessities was no problem, Bond
and his party boarded the Queer in San Francisco just a week after he had watched the
Portland’s passengers arrive,'

Joseph Gibson started off in ’97 too, leaving his wife and two sons behind. Before
long they joined him at Dawson. The Gibson family later moved to Fairbanks and
remained despite that they did not succeed in mining or even in marriage.”

Like Marshall Bond, Kirk E. Johnson of Wisconsin was a bachelor. His poleman’s
job for the telephone exchange bored him, and he hoped to do better in the North.
Before setting out he wrote about his expectations to his mother: "I don’t think gold is
easy to pick up. I expect to work and earn a living for us both. There is no more
danger than now in falling off a pole."*

An lllinois man, Ed Kingsley, tried the Valdez Glacier route to the Copper River
country in ’98. Kingsley gave up after one season of hardship and disappointment, as
did Alfred McMichael after a short stay in Dawson and a start of mining near Nation
City. McMichael was one of the witnesses of the tragic avalanche on Chilkoot Pass that
ended the dreams of more than 60 stampeders.

Among the thousands of stampeders were many old-time miners. C.H. Gale of
Sonoma was one of these. At age 60 "Old Hank" still yearned for the gold he had
been chasing and "since he was able to distinguish colors." He was a Forty-niner, then
stampeded to Kimberly in South Africa for diamonds and elsewhere for gold. He sold
some of his California interests to finance his trip even though his Jackson Hill mine
had given him 360,000 over the previous eight years. "Why go?" friends asked.
"Because there is plenty of gold there,” he answered, "and it does not cost 60 per cent
to get it out, as it does here in California." Old Hank said nothing about "adventure"
or "irresistible lures," yet seemed clearly to relish the novelty and expected hardship: "I
expect to rough it, of course. A part of the time I will live on rabbit tracks, and that’s
thin diet, you bet, but I know how to draw my belt tight about me when grub is
scarce."

Most stampeders dipped into savings or borrowed money to make their trips, but
others tried, with varying degrees of success, to work their way to the gold fields. Men
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took jobs as sailors or salesmen or offered services to newspapers and others to get
their initial grubstakes. Singing for one’s supper had a Klondike variation when Col.
Fred Wilson, a 60-year-old minstrel man, earned travel money over the winter of 1897-
98 by performing. First he wrote a song, had it published, and set out from New York
City for upstate New York. At Elk and Masonic lodges and elsewhere he entertained
with music, stories, and comedy and sold copies of his Klondike song.™

Klondike madness triggered some desperate acts. James Cullen, office boy for the
National Security Company in New York, took $2,000 of his boss’ money to the bank
for deposit, deposited $1,000, and disappeared. He had often been heard to say that
no one should start for the Klondike unless he had at least $1,000. "The boy had the
Klondike fever in an exaggerated form," observed his employer.”

Another form of desperation resulted from disagreements among marital and
business partners. Some partnerships broke apart. There were even some fatal results,
as when farmer George Schofield of San Jose quarreled with his wife because he
wanted to sell their homestead. She refused; he choked her, then went for his shotgun.
Hired man Daniel Dutcher intervened with his rifle and shot Schofield dead.™

If you were lucky someone else might pay your fare. Two men benefitted from a
Klondike contest sponsored by the New York Telegram. Two hundred candidates
competed for two prizes consisting of a year’s outfit and all transportation expenses.
Newspaper readers voted for their favorites, and the winners, F.A. Louis and R.C.
Dodge, represented organizations that put a major effort into their election. Louis, a
fireman, got 299,088 votes while Dodge, a railroad conductor, polled 267,792.%

Some groups included individuals who were caught up in the general Klondike
hysteria. A party of 48 German mechanics from New York set off for Seattle after a
joyous parade through the city on three beer wagons displaying banners inscribed "Auf
noch Clondyke." The men, who wore fur coats and carried revolvers, presented an
agreeable spectacle to bystanders. They were a jolly lot, singing folksongs of their
Fatherland as they toasted their gold future in pilsner, then, after stuffing themselves
with liverwurst and kartoffel salad at Fritz Klein’s saloon, continued by beer wagon to
the rail station. Organizers had only collected $200 from each man, a low cost for
getting to Circle with nine months of provisions. Before very long the German argo-
nauts lost their joyous thrust. A fire in one of their railroad cars erupted at Glencoe,
Ontario, destroying $12,000 in fur garments, mukluks, picks, shovels, dynamite, pickled
herring, gaesseburst, limburger cheese, 14 barrels of sauerkraut, and other arctic sup-
plies. Railroad officials uncoupled the supply car but would not permit the men to
rescue any provisions because custom seals had been placed on the car. Before legal
formalities could be overcome and water applied the car was demolished, leaving a
"smoking, steaming mountain of truck that smelled like a second avenue restaurant
behind a saloon during lunch hours."®

The Germans went on to Chicago where their treasurer advised them that the
expedition’s coffers were empty. August Dinger sent a telegram to New York,
"Klondike is musgespieit and the railroad is verdammt. Send me $50 to come home."
While party members believed that a custom officer’s cigar had ignited their supplies
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and hoped for compensation from the railroad, they could not afford a wait in Chicago. .
Forty-three other messages similar to that of Dinger’s were sent to New York. With
such a general collapse of expectations, sorrow and frustration reigned among the
Germans’ families. Mrs. Walter Haferborn, however, was happy. She had married
Haferborn the day before his departure and resented her short honeymoon. Also
pleased was Lena Haferborn, Walter’s sister, the betrothed of stampeder Theodore
Schepp. Lena wanted to marry before the expedition started again--in the unlikely
event that a fresh start could be made. Earlier Theodore had argued that there was no
time to marry, now fate had given them a second chance. "There is plenty of ice
there," Lena advised him, "and the Klondike will not spoil."?’

Stampeders included those eager to provide recreation for miners. Half the
gambling fraternity of Tacoma started north to join those from San Francisco and
elsewhere who were concerned about the lack of recreation opportunities in Dawson.
"If the successful miners do not part with a good share of their wealth over the gaming
table," a newsman commented, "it will not be the fault of the knights of the green cloth
now speeding northwards." Gamblers were not narrow in their interests. "King" John
Malone had the backing of a New York syndicate authorizing him to invest in mines as
well as games of chance. Malone was a veteran stampeder who "has been in every
boom or mining excitement since the first sailboat was built west of the Mississippi
River."=

Tom Eckhart of Seattle’s Union Club led the parade of gamblers from that city
because police had recently closed him down after a player whined about a $5,000 faro ’
loss. Police had confiscated much of Eckhart’s equipment, but he bought more. Since
Eckhart “is an old Leadville gambler and has the reputation of being the straightest
man that ever sat behind a table in Seattle," he expected to do well. He would call his
Dawson place "the Union Club, which will certainly make the Klondike more homelike
for many of the prominent business, political and professional men who have gone to
Alaska from Seattle." Bill Langdon and other gamblers left too on Portland’s return
voyage: "About the only gamblers left in the city are the Chinese, and they would not
prosper should they go to the Klondike."?

Con men in Seattle and elsewhere caught the spirit of the stampede. "Rebel
George" Knowlton, a well-known gold brick vendor and all-around confidence man
introduced himself to Jacob Haver, who was outfitting for the Klondike. Knowlton
described his scheme for dredging on the Yukon and flourished some gold nuggets from
the Stewart River. Wisely, Haver got a second opinion from a veteran prospector who
doubted Knowlton’s scheme and questioned the authenticity of his nuggets. Police were
notified and arrested the con man.?

Most stampeders left for the North with the minimum of provisions and equip-
ment, but some expeditions were heavily financed. A party of former military and
naval officers took along a dredging steamer built by one of its members, 60 tons of
mining machinery, 40 horses and 40 bob sleighs, and eighteen month’s provisions. The
prospectors planned to ascend the Stikine and work on the Stewart, Pelly, and other
rivers. Another large enterprise, the Alaska Klondike Cooperative Mining expedition, .
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was formed by 60 individuals who put up $500 each. They purchased two bucket
dredges, a sawmill, a large metallic gold pan, and two boilers and engines for a steamer
to be constructed on the Stikine River. While some members moved towards the
Kiondike from the Stikine, others prospected in the Stikine region.®

Some travelers planned exploration as well as prospecting. Two old-timers, Felix
Seghezza and D.R. de Simone, left New York in midwinter to survey the Ashcroft,
British Columbia route. Their mapping would open up unexplored country, establish
the superiority of winter over summer travel, using dogs and sleds, and result in new
gold discoveries. "We intend to combine practical exploring with a scientific study of
the geological, the floral and general conditions of the country," Seghezza told newsman,
"we shall not neglect to prospect." The men entrained for Vancouver and Ashcraft,
then Quesnelle by wagon road and by trail along the Fraser River. Whether the
wealthy scientific adventurers achieved any of their goals is not known.?

Inventive minds set to work on easing the way and making profits on the unique
mass movement. A Chicago company projected an electric sleigh service from the
Yukon headwaters to Dawson and was willing to accept money from investors. Sleighs
furnished with upholstered berths and electricity for heating and lighting would carry
contented passengers at 60 miles per hour along the frozen river. The first such trip
was expected to be comparatively difficult, so the sleigh would carry "a number of men
who will smooth over the rough places, and after the pilot becomes reacquainted with
the road a fast trip will be possible.” Individuals who preferred to travel independently
could purchase small sleighs propelled by a motor, capable of taking a prospector
"anywhere he may desire on the ice.” Each such vehicle would be fitted with a motor-
driven diamond drill which "can be driven fifty feet through the ice, and in this way
bars and placer ground only accessible in the summer and at lower water can even be
prospected in midwinter. If the diamond drill indicates gold in quantities, the pros-
pector can stake off his claims." For both transport and prospecting the company’s
product would certainly have benefitted miners, but, unfortunately, production planned
by winter 1897-98 was not realized.?

The electric sleigh-diamond drill machine was too ambitious a scheme for the
day’s technology, but its promoter was trying to answer obvious needs. Miners called
on inventors to eliminate one of their most vexing tasks by providing a means of
melting ice and frozen gravel by a more expeditious method than that of wood fires. A
clever inventor was certain to make his fortune and the fortunes of thousands of others
by some simple and cheap melting process. Finding gold*was no problem, miners
assured newsmen, but thawing ground at the bottom of shafts delayed their dreams.
Inventors responded with a great variety of equipment although no effective machine
was developed in the early Klondike development. C.J. Berry did start using steam
points for thawing at Dawson in 1898 but the process was expensive and not widely
employed. When dredge operations became extensive the need for a low-cost thawing
system led to further experiments. In 1917 an engineer demonstrated that cold water
points could be used at less cost and higher efficiency than steam points.
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Departures to the North

From 1897 through 1900, and in later seasons when the latest gold excitement
sparked an exodus, the waterfronts of Seattle, San Francisco, and other Pacific coast
cities presented lively scenes. On July 28, 1897, the famed Excelsior departed for its
return voyage north after bringing down the first of the "Klondike millionaires” and the
news that had swept the world. Needless to say, the ship was packed and the Mission
Street pier was thronged. Some 20,000 folks turned out in the sunshine to either say
good-by to relatives and friends or simply to experience more fully the joyful fever that
held the city and the nation in its grip.

The Golden Gate flew open wide

As from her dock the boat did glide--

’Mid shouts and tears, old shoes and rice--

And from her peak flew this device:
"Excelsior."

The first party of argonauts was leaving for the Yukon, taking with them the
affection and envy of those who remained. Cheers echoed after every man and woman
who boarded the ship, as cargo handlers weighed luggage, then hoisted it aboard.

Some pieces of luggage were tied with rope, others were strapped, and some were done
up in canvas sacks, in which the owners proposed to sleep when they reached their
destination. Mackintoshes and heavy coats were more commonly carried by passengers
than fur coats, and everyone seemed to be packing firearms and ammunition. It is
likely, a newsman wrote, "that the game in the country will be at least scared to death
if not killed outright."

Photographers snapped the scenes continuously. Loud cheers erupted whenever
an argonaut was presented with farewell gifts. Bouquets of flowers and flags vied with
gilded horseshoes as the most popular presentations.

Little bits of descension did not dampen the enthusiasm of the good-natured
throng. In fact, they rather enjoyed the flurry of excitement when one passenger, the
first to have boarded, showed pensiveness, then extreme agitation as he commanded the
recovery of his baggage, by then stored deeply in the hold. When flustered cargo
handlers found his possessions the man stormed down the gangplank, refusing to answer
the question hurled from all quarters: "Why?" "Why?" "Why?" Well, he had his
reasons, but never mind, let the joyous show go on.

The arrival of revenue officers who treaded up the gangway and down into the
ship’s depths with a mysterious air caused a stir. Soon the officers emerged packing 15
kegs containing 60 gallons of whiskey. It seems that Excelsior’s firemen, alert to trade
prospects in contraband booze, had smuggled the kegs aboard. Someone must have
informed on them. The crowd cheered the whiskey, the intrepid officers, and the
resourceful firemen.
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Two men arrived late, glowing with whiskey imbibed in waterfront saloons, slipping
and falling in desperate struggles to remain upright. One fell in a hatchway and hurt
his head. Doctor John Hartley hurried aboard, cheered by the watchers who thought
he was the captain, probed the stricken seaman and pronounced him sound but for
drunkenness. Capt. Tom Higgins appeared, fired the seamen, and watched while police
helped them ashore.

Sad scenes were observed as tearful couples said their last farewells. Finally, the
little ship of the Alaska Commercial Company was ready. "Cast off the stern rope,"
shouted Higgins loudly. As the engines shuddered into explosive life and the whistle
pierced the air, pandemonium burst from the dock: "Such a yell went up as had never
been heard in San Francisco." Thousands of white handkerchiefs fluttered at the 100
argonauts "while those not possess of this article flung wildly over their heads hats,
umbrellas and parasols." Argonauts, "heroic figures" all, waved in response. Other
boats in the harbor sounded whistles as Excelsior headed for the Golden Gate, steaming
"for the country of riches, hardships and privations."?

It was quite a send-off. Many others, somewhat less attended, followed as the
flow continued. No one attending any of these departures questioned the momen-
tousness of the great northern migration.

Sailing from Seattle did not attract such huge crowds, but early ones were well
attended and, as novelties, were described by the press. When City of Kingston de-
parted July 27, 1897, with 200 passengers, some 7,000 interested folks visited the Yesler
Wharf in the course of the day. "There were some tears spilled on the rough boards
that floor the warehouse,” a newsman noted, "but the wives and sweethearts as a rule
bore up bravely and said nothing to make the grind in leaving home harder than it
naturally was." Two young men, smartly dressed in gray cadet suits, attracted attention.
One was George Allen, a "brilliant" University of Michigan student whose father, the
former U.S. Senator from Washington, and other family members were seeing off. The
cadets expected to win a fortune before returning to academic life and would perhaps
be the youngest miners in the Klondike. Allen got into minor trouble in Skagway and
concluded his Alaska adventure a few years later at Nome after being convicted of
armed robbery. Another young man had been preparing for hardship ever since the
gold-heavy Portland had arrived with nightly hikes up Queen Anne Hill wearing rough
miners’ clothes, hob-nail boots, and carrying a pack. Others told of sleeping outside at
night to "harden themselves." Generally, the passengers seemed serious; only a few
were drunk. "It seems to be too serious a matter to start on in a drunken condition," a
reporter said.®

Another observer at Seattle’s dock as Mexico departed in July "97 with 300 pas-
sengers likened the separation of families to that common during the Civil War. But
differences lay behind the good-byes; a "different spirit" flowed on dockside and on
deck than if the men were going off to war. "His heart was light with the prospect of
success which he might win, and the other had only to fear the natural hardships which
would necessarily attend him whom she loved and waved adieu."®
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Dangers Ahead

Cautionary notes which appeared in the newspapers amply suggested that the path
to the Klondike was not strewn with roses. J.B. Kerfoot of New York reported that he
did not even land from Queen when it reached Skagway in August, but he knew all
about the travails fellow passengers faced. He was amazed that so many parties
brought along riverboats for the Yukon passage and only learned on landing that the
boats could not be transported to the headwaters. "Hundreds of those boats are on
sale or are being burned . . . Many have given up, and outfits costing $300 and $400
are being bought for a song, $33 in one case. Scores will die on the pass or in the
bitter cold beyond." On the beach the hastily dumped stampeders and their baggage
presented a pitiful sight: "Think of being thrown out at 5 p.m. on a ledge of rocks,
with an impossible precipice behind you and an oncoming 29-foot tide in front, your
things somewhere in a heap of stuff fifty feet deep covering half an acre, and a nice,
fine rain falling the while." Yet the hopeful men gave three cheers as Queen departed
"and every mother’s son thinks he is going to find a fortune. Half of them will be lucky
if they get buried."

An editorial in the San Francisco Chronicle carefully explained that much of
Alaska and the Yukon should be considered terra incognita, and that would-be travelers
must beware of "trails" marked on maps. Most such trails had been scarcely used and
were not necessarily passable: "When a trail is spoken of as existing between any one ‘
given point and another, it has no further meaning than that a man, and possibly a
beast of burden, may travel that way over the natural surface of the ground. It may
consist of nothing more than a blazed path through the almost impenetrable wilderness”
of dense forest. Such occasional editorials tempered exuberant news stories with calm
assessments and warnings. In "The Frozen Facts” the San Francisco Chronicle gave "the
sober truth . . . that 10 times as much gold has been talked of there and on the road
from there to civilization as anyone has ever seen." Also sobering was the fact that no
authentic reports of rich discoveries had been reported of anywhere else but the
Klondike. What such facts suggested to reasonable folks is that stampeders should not
join the fall 97 dash then under way but wait until spring ’98 to see if other rich
ground existed in the North.®?

The proliferation of schemes for transport to the gold fields was understandable.
Promoters were eager to attract inventors by announcing plans for roads, railroads, and
novel means of reaching the Klondike. Newspaper readers needed wariness to distin-
guish promises from reality. Chimerical projects, including a bicycle road over the
Chilkoot and a road by the Stikine River way from Fort Wrangell to Lake Teslin were
reported by the press but remained visionary. Also soberly reported but never built
was a railway from Montreal to the Klondike via the Peace, Liard, Finlayson, and Pelly
rivers to the Yukon. The road would extend 1,600 miles, and the company proposing it
promised that the first 1,100 miles to the Pelly would be completed within 20 months.
Other fantastic schemes were proposed by daring individuals like C.W. Vosmer, a man
"with dreamy blue eyes and a high forehead" who exhibited a small balloon in San .
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Francisco and planned an air voyage to Dawson. His airship, the largest ever con-
structed, would start from Cincinnati. "If we get the proper kind of encouragement we
can go to the Klondike easily,” Vosmer said. Perhaps Vosmer did not get the "en-
couragement" or money he needed as nothing more was heard of the balloon flight.®

Women Stampeders

Helen Dare of the New York Journal voyaged to St. Michael in August 1897 with
"gold crazed”" stampeders whose obsession seems appalling: "It’s ’the Klondyke,
Klondyke, Klondyke, gold, gold, gold’ from early morning until drawing eve.” No one
seemed to care for the beauty of nature or anything else: "Gold possesses every mind,
all other interest and incidents are like broken twigs on a swollen stream.” This
sickened her: "Gold is pretty and good to have, but one grows to hate its yellow sheen
when one sees how it draws men on and plays pranks with them like a mocking devil."
At St. Michael two shiploads of stampeders heard all about the starvation threatening
in Dawson, yet the travelers refused to turn back.” T'd rather die than turn back now’
is the grim determination of everyone, and some of them are very clear headed." Many
expressed the belief, however, that others should give up.*

Dare’s negative comments suggest the possibility that women generally resisted the
Klondike lure or, at least, remained level-headed amidst the hysteria. On examination,
however, it appears that Dare’s disdain for gold-hunting was relatively rare. Women, in
considerable numbers, headed north individually, with husbands, as members of mixed
groups, and as members of all-women ventures. The law did not restrict the right of
women to hold any gold they found, and those who succeeded were widely respected in
the north. Naturally, prevailing attitudes towards women influenced the men who
considered their roles.

Jack McQuesten, the Yukon pioneer, eagerly interviewed when he visited New
York in November '97, made light of hardships women stampeders would face. Earlier
it had been different. On his first ventures in the 1860s he went for months without
speaking to a soul. A man then had few "companions in misery, and if he fell by the
wayside, he stayed there, with no helping hand to give him aid." Now the country was
fuller and friendlier. Any capable women could do well at dressmaking, laundering,
mining, or other work. And, if she wished to marry, "there are whole armies of nice
fellows with fine claims who are looking for wives, and unless a women is unspeakable
she seldom leaves Alaska unmarried.” McQuesten apparently did not like "new
women," those who were assertive about their rights and questioned traditional fashions
and everything else. He advised them to stay away as there was no demand, particu-
larly those who wore short dresses which police banned in Dawson.*

A much-publicized women’s expedition headed by Mrs. Hannah S. Gould of New
York was treated with due respect in the newspapers, although one Seattle reporter
pretended that it threatened the plans of a former minister in Seattle for auctioning
women in Dawson. Gould did not see the humor of the story. She was a serious
businesswoman with experience in railroad construction who was commissioned by New
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York capitalists to report on Klondike possibilities. Some 25 other women were eager
to go with her to establish various enterprises including a hospital. Gould set age limits
of 25 to 56 and she also reserved the right to send back any women who misbehaved.

Each woman was required to bring a complete outfit of supplies. Only one long
dress could be taken by each, but plenty of warm clothing and a kind of bicycle suit
was mandated. This corduroy suit consisted of a belted jacket, knickerbockers, a short
skirt, Klondike hat and high, stout shoes. For summer work a tweed jumper and skirt
with a long gingham apron and old-fashioned sunbonnet was recommended.*® "Qur
object,” Gould stated, "is to make money, but we are not going to be any more uncom-
fortable while trying to do this than is absolutely necessary."

Gould expected to reach Dawson by April, although she was somewhat optimistic
in expecting the Yukon River from St. Michael to open early enough for her schedule.
The party, which left New York on City of Columbia, consisted of widows, for the most
part, who were not looking for husbands. Gould did confess, or so newsmen alleged,
that she would consider a gold millionaire’s offer, if made, and her disciples echoed the
same view. Most were women of means, women who liked to read and converse on
cultural topics.”

Mrs. T. Webb Taylor, a beautiful, Harlem society woman, headed for the Copper
River "because she was dared to do so." Her husband accompanied her, and she had
his tailor make two suits of Eskimo style clothing. The couple’s outfit also included the
entire furnishings for a cabin, including carpets. Newsman were skeptical of the
woman’s chances: "She has no more idea of the misery she will be called upon to
endure than a July butterfly has of the signs of December." Mr. Taylor only agreed to
go because she insisted against his most persistent warnings and, presumably, because
he believed she might soon lose her zest. “"He does not relish a three years’ residence
in the wilds of Alaska and he has no yearning whatever to explore the Copper River or
any other river."®

Another women, "Mrs. Flemming," a.k.a. Mary Alice Almont Livingston, previously
acquitted of charges of murdering her mother in a much publicized trial, made it to
Dawson but sent back urgent appeals for help: "All the money I took with me has
been swallowed up. Send me help. I am in peril."®

Miss Mary W. Board of New Jersey organized another women’s expedition whose
ambition was to found a city in the Copper River region. She was considered a formid-
able woman because, several months earlier, she had achieved some notoriety after
capturing three would-be burglars in her home. It was her understanding that the
climate resembled that of New York: "There are vegetables and game in plenty," she
believed, "the Copper River Indians plant their gardens late in April, and live com-
fortably in their huts in winter." Each expedition member would receive provisions for
one year and two lots for those wishing them. Board planned to bring a portable
house, portable sawmill, and portable hospital, plenty of garden seed, a camera, a
chaplain, and "last but not least,” the American Flag. "The city would be a woman’s
town in every sense of the word," although some men would be permitted there for the
heavier work, Miss Board explained. Men definitely would not participate in com-
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munity management. In other respects, too, the Board City would look to the future.
A much-publicized inventor named Nicholas Tesla had developed an electrical plant
using the power of the sun’s rays, and Board City would utilize such a plant for its
needs. Mary Board’s plans understandably attracted a lot of interest: "Here at least,"
wrote one newsman, "is a woman who has gone more deeply into the question of
escaping the indolence of man than any other known in history."*

What should women wear? Mrs. R.E. Craft, the Chicago wife of an experienced
Montana miner, chose brown corduroy bloomers, an outfit that shocked the more
conservative while attracting the attention of more open-minded gawkers. "The matter
of a proper costume for this trip gave me considerable trouble," said Mrs. Craft, who
had given her husband trouble when he tried to leave her in Chicago when he went
north. "When I determined on bloomers as the only fit thing to wear, I modelled my
entire outfit on the same plan." With warm flannel underclothing, stout shoes, etc., she
was ready for climatic rigors, "especially as I have never been sick a day in my life."*

Plenty of women went to the Klondike on their own. A Middletown, New York,
woman told the press that she was dissatisfied with her husband’s income as a tailor
and would seek a better fortune. He would take care of the three kids and expressed
every confidence that his wife would succeed.

Martha Louise Purdy wanted to go along with her husband, Will, and her brother
on their venture to the Klondike in 1898. She was enchanted by the prospects and
jaded with society life in Chicago. In Seattle Will Purdy left Martha for a few days to
attend to business in San Francisco. Soon he wrote her that he had changed his mind.
Terrible tales of hardships on the Klondike Trail had set him on another course. "How
about Hawaii," he asked? We could make a fortune there under better conditions. Or
she could go back to Chicago and wait for him. Martha Louise rejected Hawaii and
Chicago--and Will Purdy as well. By failing to share her northern vision he had proved
himself "undependable," and she wanted no more of him and found her own way
north.® Forty years later she would become the first woman governor of the Yukon
Territory.

The first professional baker on the Yukon was Mrs. J.'T. Wills who also ran a
laundry at Circle in 1895. Her oven could only handle two loaves at a time, but the
demand kept the fire hot all day. She baked 14 loaves daily and sold them at $1 a
loaf. Wills also provided the first shirt-starching service in the North and did mending
for miners. She had pioneered in New Mexico, Colorado, and Washington before going
north. She joined the Klondike stampede, bought a valuable claim, fought claim
jumpers in the courts, and found time to cook for the Alaska Commercial Company at
$15 daily.®

Women went as showgirls, housewives, nurses, cooks, prospectors, whores, mis-
sionaries, and schoolteachers. Mrs. L.C. Howland of San Francisco was not content to
be idle while her husband worked for a northern trading company. She intended to
open a school in Dawson for the "forty children unfortunate enough to be there."
Children need to learn "something besides the way to cook beans with a quantity of fat
pork or to pan gravel.” She would also offer advance courses to adult miners who had
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leisure for study during the winter, using a variety of texts and works by Hawthorne,
Scott, and Lamb. "I will charge just as much for tuition as I can get," said the pretty
brunette. Mrs. Howland also arranged to write some Klondike articles for the San
Francisco Chronicle *

Mrs. W. Place of San Francisco planned to work on a lay with her husband and
others. "I want to get rich and will do so if I can," she said, showing reporters a
lightweight pick and shovel set. Although her first concern in clothing was comfort
rather than style she had chosen "becoming” colors for her bloomers, short skirts, and
other items. At St. Michael she figured that she would buy fur garments. In case work
with pick and shovel provided irksome and the miners’ demand for sewing warranted it,
she brought along a sewing machine.*

Miss Blanche King of New York planned mining speculation but did not favor
primitive living conditions. She took along three sealskin costumes, several trunks of
clothing, provisions for two years, a cook, a horse, two St. Bernard dogs, one spaniel,
four canaries, a piano, and $10,000 in cash. "I always travel this way," said the young
woman. Prospecting was difficult for women, "but with a little capital I think I can do
better than the average prospectors" by buying part interests in active claims. The
press thought it worthwhile to report that Miss King’s piano was not to be boxed up on
the voyage from San Francisco to St. Michael so that guests visiting her splendidly
furnished suite on the steamer North Fork would enjoy music to relieve the tedium of
the voyage. Unquestionably, Miss King enjoyed the publicity that her Juxurious quest
sparked, then, unaccountably, she changed her mind. "Women miner funks,” noted a
newspaper, "Miss King has failed to appear” at the scheduled sailing of North Fork.*

Some women were only assertive in traditional, romantic ways. The postmaster of
Dawson received poetic declarations of romantic longings from six "California girls,"
Monterey residents, who asked that their individual messages be given to different
Klondike miners. Each missive was tied with a lover’s knot of different colored ribbons
and contained a pointed offering. Verses were of uneven quality but nice sentiments:

"Whoever gets this bow of white
Will find in me a supreme delight."
Another said:

"Green for thee

To thy destiny.

A sweetheart true

Is seeking you."

Still another promised:

"The fates have said

This bow of red

Foretells a happy life.

A loving wife,

A sky that’s bright,

And ’bread’ that’s light."
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Miss Ellen Mayburn was named as the addressee for any miner wishing to respond.”
Outfitting

Pacific coast cities competed strenuously as centers for outfitting. Seattle,
Tacoma, Portland, San Francisco, Juneau, Vancouver, and Victoria were among those
proclaiming their advantages as jumping off points for the Yukon. San Francisco’s
advantages as the largest city on the coast and longtime headquarters of the Alaska
Commercial Company were neutralized by the shorter distance from Seattle and aggres-
siveness of its merchants in seizing on business opportunities. J.J. Healy’s choice of
Seattle as the North American Transportation and Trading Company’s regional head-
quarters in 1892 helped the Puget Sound town’s cause too, but the flood of advertising
sent out from the newly formed Alaska Bureau of the Chamber of Commerce in
Seattle under energetic Erastus Brainerd provided an enormous stimulus. Other
Seattle-based operations before the Klondike boom included the Pacific Coast
Steamship Company, which moved from Portland in 1892, and the Alaska Steamship
Company, organized in 1895.¢

Outfitting and transporting the miners was a matter of serious commercial interest
among responsible businessmen but, inevitably, there were elements of misrepresenta-
tion and fraud. The average miner started north with 1,000 pounds of food, soap,
candles, groceries, cooking equipment, mining gear, clothes, and a sleeping bag. Flour,
bacon, beans, and sugar headed the food list but a variety of other foods were also
available. Because the food processing and packing industry had developed earlier in
the century, shoppers could choose among canned, evaporated, concentrated,
desiccated, compressed, liquified, crystallized, and granulated products.

Opportunists and quacks responded vigorously to Yukon market possibilities.
"ARE YOU GOING TO KLONDIKE?" asked the Sander Electric Co. in newspaper
ads for Dr. Sander’s electric belt. "It requires two kind of capital to make this venture.
The man who goes through must have strength and nerve as well as money. Weak
men will lose out, but belt wearers will prevail. This is an electric life-giver. It
saturates the nerves and muscles with animal magnetism, which is the force that builds
up weak constitutions. Many who have already started on this trip have been made
strong by this famous belt." Whether many stampeders actually succumbed to this con
is not known. Perhaps a few electric belts fell among the trail litter but modest strong
men or would-be strong men did not boast if they wore this kind of equipment.®

Newspaper advertisements were as full of Klondike items as were the news
columns. Some men asked for grubstakes and others called for miners to represent
them. Mining stock was offered from 25 cents to $1,000 a share. Participation in joint
stock companies was available from $200 to $1,000; you could either go along or stay
home to gain benefits. If one wished to make money without taking part in any
Klondike venture there were countless opportunities to buy businesses from men eager
to set off--or their homes. There were lots of books for those longing for facts on the
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Klondike, priced from 25 cents to $1.50. If you preferred selling to buying books, .
positions as book agents were open. Machines could be purchased as well, "sure thing"
machines guaranteed to rob mining of hard work, misery, and risk. For $50 daily one
could lease a portable device for penetrating frozen soil. Transportation companies
made light of logistics and promised to put men in the gold fields with all their supplies
at any season of the year.

Mining enterprises of Arizona, Colorado, Arkansas, Kootenai, Sarinam, South
America, and Mexico used "the Klondike" in their advertisements as an invidious
comparison. "Why go to Alaska?" they asked, "Come to our mild climate and
participate in truly rich mines." But most advertisers wanted readers to believe in the
Klondike and be ready for opportunities. Among compelling ads were the following
from a San Francisco newspaper:

DON'T BE A TENDERFOOT. Practice shooting in Murphy’s Klondike
shooting gallery before starting for the gold fields and your claims won’t be
jumped.

WANTED--VICTIM OF THE CIGARETTE HABIT would like some
philanthropist to grub stake him in the Klondike. Has had considerable ex-
perience in digging wells and other work suiting him for mining.

WANTED--MAN BOUND FOR THE KLONDIKE to handle line of ear .
muffs on the side. Great chance for the right party.

WANTED--LADY OF GOOD SOCIAL STANDING temporarily in reduced
circumstances wants to meet honorable gentleman bound Klondikeward.
Object, business and ultimate matrimonial partnership.

WANTED--EXPERIENCED DISHWASHER wants to buy interest in gold
placer mine cheap in the Klondike. Will guarantee good work with the pan.

WANTED--BUSINESSMEN ARE REQUESTED to investigate Glacier
Gully Mining Company. Capital stock, $50,000. When 60 percent is paid in
the promoters will start for the Klondike and stake out good paying claims,
the process of which will be divided proportionately among the stockholders.
Shares $5.%

Some outfitting items were not advertised, as, for example, stolen dogs. "If you
have a dog you care anything for keep your eye peeled," warned the San Francisco
Chronicle in August *97. A "gigantic dog trust," aware of the superiority of dog trans-
port in the interior, were rounding up strays for sale as dog prices soared. Trust
members were the poundkeepers of San Francisco, Stockton, San Jose, and Oakland.
The Stockton keeper admitted the secret scheme when confronted by a reporter but .
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the Oakland keeper denied its existence, although conceding "it is a pretty good
scheme." All he saw wrong with the plan was the poor quality of dogs available. He
knew northern travel conditions and calculated that only two of 200 local strays "would
be any good."#

Farsighted men thought of everything. One prospector hauled a huge bundle of
old magazines. He was a veteran of earlier gold camps and knew the value of reading
material where package mail service had not been established. If he was correct each
magazine would fetch up to $10 before he reached Dawson.

Another man shipped a stack of bicycles. He had used one earlier conveying
baggage over the Chilkoot. Bikes could not surmount the steepest portion of the trail
but would be wheeled along carrying 100 pounds for much of the route with more ease
than backpacking would entail.

The competing qualities of pack animals were heavily debated. Horse and mules
were shipped in quantity, but some innovators insisted that goats would do better.
Dogs’ success on the trail had long been established, and prices of larger breeds like
Newfoundlands and St. Bernards soared to a $75-$150 range.

Modern forms of transit received attention too. A California man organized a
company to provide balloon service between Juneau and Dawson. The flight would
require only 24 hours. There would be no danger, backers assured the public, because
northern air currents are "solid and steady." Ballooning would be much faster than "a
stage or even a railroad." The first flight would be made on a balloon then under
construction as soon as investors paid in $2,000. As there is no record of the flight it
must be assumed that the scheme did not arouse sufficient interest.>

Why dig for gold, reasoned some crafty men? Let’s ship a cargo of onions north:
It’s "a sure thing." Such wisdom motivated many individuals and business managers
who reflected upon their place in the Klondike excitement. Favoring provisioning over
digging came naturally to those established already as merchants but countless others
innocent of any connection with trade reached similar conclusions. Thus a glut of
entrepreneurs, carrying a wide variety of goods, joined the good surging north. Those
who guessed well on miners’ needs and did not suffer unforeseen losses did well, but
many others found their timing bad, ran into a market glut, or otherwise encountered
troubles that often beset those keen on piling up fast profits.

Outfitting in Seattle for some included carousing in the tenderloin district. By
August ’97 celebrants en route to the Yukon overflowed the hotels. Police interviewed
those who had had too gay a time: “They were robbed, beaten, cheated, and fought,"
said the Seartle Times, "and they seem in many cases to be proud of the scars they have
this morning, and not to mind the loss of a few hundred dollars more or less, although
it was taken without their consent." The first flow through Seattle had been western
folks, then the eastern arrivals predominated and were free and easy in spending.
Some hinted of greater celebration to come when they returned with Klondike gold.>
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With this motley tide of adventurers heading north in 1897-98, it is no surprise .
that the military eventually had to help the destitute. But help did not come until after
widespread reports of hardship and deprivation motivated the government to undertake
relief measures.
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Chapter 4
Chronology: Dyea, Skagway, and the Passes

1874. Spring Prospector George Holt is guided across the Chilkoot by Indians.
1830: May 27 Indians agree to allow prospectors over Chilkoot Pass.

1882: May 28 Arthur Krause, German scientist studying Tlingits, crosses pass.
1883: June Lt Frederick Schwatka reconnoiters route, publishes map.

1884: Edgar Wilson opens trading post at Dyea.

1886: John J. Healy becomes new trading partner at Dyea Indian village,

operates Lynn Canal steamer Yukon.
Spring 200 prospectors cross Chilkoot.
Major gold discoveries on Fortymile River, a branch of the Yukon.
1887: Spring 500 stampeders cross Chilkoot, head for the Fortymile.
June William Ogilvie, Canadian surveyor, runs traverse across Chilkoot.
Dyea population: 138 Natives.
1888: June Indian packer’s war, Chilkoot chief killed.

Gold discoveries near Circle City on the Yukon.

1894:  April Peterson builds hoist on Chilkoot pass.

1895:  Spring 1,000 stampeders cross Chilkoot, head for Circle City.

1896: August 14 Klondike discovery by Californian George Washington Carmack and
Natives Tagish Charlie and Skookum Jim.

1895-97: William and Bernard Moore homestead Skagway, build wharf and
sawmill and improve White Pass Trail.

1897: March 25 SS City of Mexico leaves Seattle with 600 stampeders.

July 17 SS Portland arrives at Seattle with over "a ton of gold on board."

Klondike stampede begins.
August Skagway platted.
October Dyea platted.

1898: January 12 First issue of Dyea Trail newspaper.
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February Mounties man the pass.

Dyea wharf completed.

March Dyea population estimate: 10,000 people.

April 3 Avalanche above Stonehouse on Chilkoot Pass, 52 die.

April 21 War declared against Spain.

May Chilkoot Railroad and Transport Company tramway completed.

Construction begins on White Pass and Railway.

Ice breaks on Lake Lindeman.

1899: February 20 First train reaches summit.
1899: Spring Chilkoot tramways removed.

July 6 White Pass and Yukon Railway reaches Lake Bennett.
1900: June Dyea population: 122 people.

Skagway population: 3,117 people.
July 2 White Pass and Yukon Railway reaches Whitehorse.

1901: September Telegraph service opens to Outside.



Chapter 4
Getting There

Reaching the gold fields represented the most taxing part of the adventure for
many stampeders. To men and women planning their journey in Seattle, Chicago, or
Montreal the routes were well-defined. Newspaper stories and guidebooks provided
details, giving the costs, distances, and travel times involved. Stampeders made their
choices on the basis of this information after considering the state of their finances, the
extent of their baggage, and their judgment of the region most likely to fulfill their
golden dreams. Most were headed towards the Klondike in 97, but by 98 a con-
siderable number resolved to try the Kobuk, Koyukuk, or Copper rivers or elsewhere.

The shortest route to Dawson appeared to be the Chilkoot Pass out of Dyea, or
the White Pass out of Skagway. Another possibility existed with Jack Dalton’s trail
from Pyramid Harbor, a route suitable for pack animals although tolls were levied on
passage. Voyaging to St. Michael, thence up the Yukon by river steamboat, appeared
to many as the safest and least arduous of the available routes. Other routes held
patriotic appeal, as with the "All-Canadian" overland routes which were promoted by
the Canadian government.

Tales of hardship and starvation might have given pause to some of those thinking
about heading north in ’98 but for reports of a new strike in mid-September ’97.
Skookum Gulch, about 18 miles from Dawson, drew a rush of prospectors from
Dawson. "Upon a barren hillside where no prospector would ever think of looking for
gold the nuggets have been found scattered on top of the ground neath moss and
boulders," said a Juneau newspaper. Some 400 bench claims were located within 24
hours despite a raging snowstorm. The very implausibility of the location added to the
Klondike legend; it was one that showed none of the favorable signs that prospectors
looked for. Alexander McDonald, a successful Dawson miner, considered that "if
science went for anything, there would not be an ounce of gold in the mountain. No, I
am free to confess that I know nothing about placer mining. These recent discoveries
have been too much for me." It was predicted that the new find would cause a stam-
pede of 100,000 in the spring. Jack Dalton and J.F. Maloney bought two claims from
McDonald and Hugh Ferguson for $82,500.!

How could men be cautious when fortune beckoned? Many were impelled to go
despite their lack of experience or preparation. And those least suitable were most
likely to succumb to fakery.

Professor George Davidson of the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey warned against
a prospectus advertising a Copper River route. Promoters offered to convey passengers
from Valdez into the interior’s mining country for only $75. The region’s climate was
described as mild because of the influence of the Japanese Current, and its game and
fish were said to be abundant. It was also claimed that trade stations and Russian
missions existed in the region and that travel was possible at all seasons. "These
statements,"” said Davidson, "are the most infamous falsehood ever published."
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Davidson urged travelers to consider Lieutenant Allen’s Copper River ascent in 1883, .
which established that the river was not navigable and its valley did not give access to
trail routes. Allen had also failed to find game.2
It was difficult for anyone to police the flow of false information or find means of
warning the unwary. Time was short. Everyone was in a hurry. Misinformation could
cause great harm.

Chilkoot Trail

The most debated question concerned the best route. All stampeders learned the
virtues and drawbacks of the Chilkoot Pass from newspapers and other sources. The
White Pass and the Yukon River route via St. Michael were also well known. But most
stampeders preferred the Chilkoot. As a place and event the passage of the Chilkoot
Trail dominated contemporary reporting on the rush and, when stampeders took up
their pens later, they gave particular attention to this phase of their experience. As
historian Robert Spude noted, the Chilkoot "became the symbol of the Klondike gold
rush." Early on it attained the place of legend--and held it. Whether a traveler made
money in the north or failed, whether enriched or embittered by the experiences, the
Chilkoot remained an important focus. Other gates to the interior lacked the drama
of the Chilkoot, a mass that was so obviously nature’s barrier, a rocky challenge to
human stamina. In essence the Chilkoot could encapsule all the real hardships miners .
had to endure and, in part at least, could lend sense and meaning to the undertaking.?

The summit of the Chilkoot at 3,100 feet was 20 miles from tidewater. By 97 a
rough trail from tidewater to the base of a steep 500 foot rise to the summit had long
since been established. After packers reached the summit the hard part was over. The
trail descended gradually seven miles to the lake which was 1,000 lower in elevation.

Events from the acquisition of Alaska by the United States in 1867 show the
gradually emerging importance of the Chilkoot Trail from the time of prospector
George Holt’s crossing with Indian guides in 1874. In 1880 Klotz-Kutch, leader of the
Chilkoot Indians, who considered the pass a tribal monopoly giving them control over
trade with interior Indians, was persuaded to allow access to white prospectors.
Scientist Arthur Krause, a student of Tlingit culture, crossed in 1882 and a year later
Lt. Frederick Schwatka crossed to map the Yukon River.

By the mid-1880s more and more prospectors were trekking into the interior.
Supporting commerce dates from 1884 when Edgar Wilson opened a trading post,
although the Indian fur trade, rather than outfitting prospectors, was his chief concern.
John J. Healy became Wilson’s partner in 1886, and that spring 200 prospectors crossed
the Chilkoot. Gold was discovered on the Fortymile, and in spring '86 and in ’87 some
500 stampeders used the trail as William Ogilvie, Canadian surveyor, mapped the route.
Another boom occurred in 1895 after the discovery of gold near Circle City, and the
Klondike discovery followed a year later.

The 1897 Klondike stampeders landed at either Dyea or Skagway to begin their
trek to the gold fields. Lack of a wharf (before May 1898) and deep-water moorage at .
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Dyea made landing freight and passengers tedious because small-boat lighterage was
necessary. But the traffic kept coming, creating a boom town near the Indian village
and the Healy and Wilson store. Competition for Dyea and Skagway town lots was as
furious as was the pace of carpenters raising stores and homes for new arrivals. F.W.
Hart raised a three-story hotel of 40 guest rooms, dining room, and bar in three days,
then, without pausing to rest, built a block of five stores in five days. The bustle and
frenzy of the boom town attracted some and repelled others--depending on their
sensibilities. By October 1897 the Dyea-Klondike Transportation Company of Oregon
located land 3 miles from Dyea for a wharf and warehouse, then built a toll bridge to
town. By February 1898 stampeders could use the newly completed wharf. Dyea
became the largest town in Alaska.*

Through 1897-98 some 30,000 to 40,000 stampeders landed at the head of Lynn
Canal after completing their ocean voyages. No brief summary could do justice to the
wide diversity of their experiences from the time of landing to their arrival at Dawson
or elsewhere. But the records reveal the emotions of the event--anxieties, expectations,
frustrations, angers, fears, just as well as they detail the physical hardships involved.

The first stage of the trail, from Dyea to Canyon City, was a comparatively easy
8.5 miles along the Taiya River. Stampeders who were prosperous enough had options
available for freight handling. Healy and Wilson ran a 12-horse packtrain daily between
Dyea and Sheep Camp, which was 7 miles beyond Canyon City. Travelers unwilling or
unable to hire a packing service could use their own handcarts on this stretch or tow
their loads to the head of navigation at the canyon. Winter passage was easier on the
Taiya, and many men pulled their outfits on sleds.

In 1898 Canyon City was a lively service center. It was a convenient halting place
on the trail and the station of two freight companies operating tramlines from the
Scales to the summit. One of those, the Dyea-Klondike Transportation Company, built
a power plant that generated electricity for its tramway and for the needs of Canyon
City.

From Canyon City to Sheep Camp the distance was only 7 miles, but, particularly
in the summer, this portion was hard going through a narrow canyon. Some enter-
prising fellows improved the trail and charged tolls for passage. "That six miles of
canyon," Said Robert Medill, "cost us nearly everything but our shirts." Travelers paid
for the work done in bridging ravines and corduroying wet portions of the trail with
logs, but even with these improvements Medill’s party worked four tough days to reach
Sheep Camp from Canyon City.®

Sheep Camp, the base camp for the jump to the summit, became a big town
over the 1897-98 winter whenever storms stopped progress of the stampeders. Here, as
at Canyon City, entrepreneurs were on hand to provide food, lodging, and other ser-
vices. According to Dyea’s newspaper in April ’98, Sheep Camp’s business houses
included two drug stores, two laundries, bathhouses, stores, a hospital, 15 hotels and
restaurants, and other "restaurants, coffee-stands and lodging houses too numerous to
mention." Tents housed most of these enterprises. This was the end of the trail for
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packtrain services and the point where the severe climb of 3,000 feet to the summit .
commenced.®

The summit was 4 miles from Sheep Camp. The trail rose sharply from this
point, and there were only two places along the way where travelers could rest. One
was an open area beneath a huge overhanging boulder, called the Stone House, the
other a much larger area equivalent to several square city blocks called the Scales. The
Scales got its name because the open area lay at the base of the steepest part of the
ascent where packers reweighted loads and raised rates for the last, hard stretch. This
short, strenuous part of the trail is well represented in the famous photographs of a
continuous line of pack-burdened travelers moving antlike up the trail. On this, as on
other stretches, most travelers traversed again and again until all of their goods were
planted on the summit. From the Scales travelers legged up the final stages of ascent
on the so-called Golden Stairs. It only took an hour for this climb but, as the slope
was 35 degrees, it was taxing. Horses were useless above the Scales. Packers were
willing to help for eight cents a pound from the Scales to the lakes. Edwin Adney
calculated that a packer, carrying 100 pounds, could make three trips daily and earn
§247

Travelers had good reason to feel triumphant in achieving the summit without
succumbing to fatigue, discouragement, accident, or avalanche. They had moved as part
of a disorganized mass, subject to anxiety-producing rumors and fear of the unknown.
Emotions weighed as heavily as backpacks in the highly charged atmosphere of the
trail. Jack London, one of the mass, later described the physical hardships of the trail .
in a novel:

Time had rolled back, and locomotion and transportation were once again in
the most primitive stages. Men who had never carried more than pencils in
all their lives had now become bearers of burdens. They no longer walked
up-right under the sun but stooped the body forward and bowed the head to
the earth. Every back had become a pack-saddle, and the strap galls were
beginning to form. They staggered beneath the unwanted effort, and legs
became drunken with weariness and titubated in diverse directions till the
sunlight darkened and bearer and burden fell by the way.®

But the grim physical labor and emotional drain of the trail should not be over-
stressed. There were lighter moments at day’s end. A man could readily find a drink
or two and might even gamble away part of the fortune he intended to make. And
there were stories to tell and to hear; friendly arguments on the best places to mine;
serious discussions on the grand times they would have disposing of their wealth; and
considerations of the day’s events--and tomorrow. Stories of righteous anger and swift
justice were repeated often for ripe local scandal, like the tale of two men who had
robbed caches at Sheep Camp. When a miners meeting convicted them, one of the
miscreants dashed away in panic, then shot himself as vigilantes closed in. The other .
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received 50 strokes with a knotted rope and was paraded down to Dyea wearing a large
sign inscribed "Thief."

Earlier, an imaginary lynching at Lake Bennett, reported by Hal Hoffman to the
Chicago Tribune, was described as the "fated result” of traveling with insufficient provi-
sions. This highly charged incident occurred as stampeders faced hunger: "Flapjacks,
hot or cold, have been worth more than platters of gold of the same size and beans
[were] more precious than nuggets." A sack of flour cost more than a claim on
Bonanza Creek, according to the imaginative Hoffman. Thus the men at Bennett,
stomachs growling, grew suspicious of William G. Martin, who sold his outfit at Skagway
then crossed the pass with a 60 pound pack. On investigation it was found that
Martin’s pack held a side of ham "brushed with the private mark" of another Bennett
man. "The gold hunters jumped on Martin with the ferocity and grim determination
that a Southern man drags a guilty negro to the place of execution . . . No more mercy
was meted out to him than the midnight garroter shows his victim in a dark alley." The
vigilantes acted openly and swiftly after Martin refused the opportunity to leave a last
message or even pray. His last words were a promise to carry in the goods he left at
Skagway. He wrote a letter to his wife: "Hoping that with the money I might make in
the Klondike, sacrifice would go out the door and love return through the window, I
left you. Kiss Ted, but never tell him." Martin asked his executioners to give his note
to the newspapers.® A newsman invented the lynching story because its occurrence was
easy to imagine under the circumstances. There was some thieving on the trail, but the
stampede was too fast-paced to allow time for much crime and vengeance.

But tragic mishaps did occur along the trail. Dwight Fowler’s death in August 1897
came just a mile out of Skagway. Other argonauts were not indifferent to such terrible
accidents. A group of men convened informally at Skagway to express their sorrow at
the death of young Fowler, whose fatal accident occurred crossing the Skagway River, a
narrow, normally shallow, calm stream which had suddenly turned violent with a rush of
snow melted waters. Their proclamation read:

Whereas, His life was suddenly cut off by the will of Providence at this early
stage in his career, to the realization of the ambitions of which he was
looking with great hope; be it therefore resolved, that we, the miners do
hereby extend our heartfelt sympathy to his sorrowing relatives and friends."

Lives were lost in numerous individual incidents like Fowlers and there were two
terrible unleashings of nature’s forces. Fierce winds tore a glacier edge in September
1897 to release a lake of water. Three men were drowned, and much damage to tents
and goods followed. A greater disaster occurred in April 1898 with a thundering ava-
lanche. Men ascending the Scales on the last stage to the summit tried to run down
trail from the danger but the massive snow burden, extending 30 acres and heaping as
high as 30 feet, caught many of them. Hard-working rescuers saved 100 men; 40 to 60
others died under the snow.
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The Great Avalanche .

Charles Watts, who was managing a Lake Bennett Hotel but doubled as a stringer
for the Oregonian, spent two days on the scene. Writing to his wife he reported seeing
41 bodies and interviewing many of the survivors. He and other would-be rescuers felt
miserable, knowing that there were others buried too deep beneath the snow to dig out.
Watts achieved a scoop for the Oregonian by giving his dispatches to a traveler headed
Outside who made a good steamer connection at Skagway and wired Portland from
Vancouver Island on his arrival.

Alfred McMichael, who was resting from his packing efforts at Sheep Camp,
recorded "we heard a great rumbling roar . . . This morning there were two or three
more." As the men speculated on the strange noise first reports reached them:

The cause of the one in the night is supposed to be from an avalanche a

mile or two over the mountain, caused by the snow and ice coming down

from a big glacier. The smaller ones were from the snow coming down from

the hills here. About 9 a.m. I saw one going down the face of the mountain

about half a mile away. It made a great noise as it tumbled down. Some

places it looked like a beautiful waterfall tumbling over the cliffs in leaps of

50 or 100 feet. But these were only fun. The serious ones, or news of

them, came a little later. .

About 10:00 word came that 10 men had been buried, tents and all, a little
way up the trail. They were dug out uninjured. An hour later came the
news that 50 had been overwhelmed by a snow slide while coming down
from the Scales, a place four miles above here. In a few moments hundreds
of men were on the way with shovels and sleds. It was such a bad day that
not many men were out so it took some time to get on the way. I was
moving some baggage and started as soon as I was through, the weather at
the time being fine.

After going about 2 1/2 miles, we met men returning with sleds and each
one bore a lifeless or unconscious form. They were all put into the power
house of the tramway up there in the mountains. When we arrived, men
were digging for dear life in snow which was from 5 to 25 feet deep. Twelve
men and one woman were taken out dead. Another woman is not expected
to live. Others are injured, but I do not know how seriously. About 50, it
seems, were at the Scales and though it was storming, they formed a life line
and started up the mountain. That is, all took hold of a rope to prevent
being dropped out on the way. When they were down near Stone House,
the snow slide caught them and all but about a dozen were buried. Some
dug themselves out and others were rescued in a short time, alive. No doubt
some are there yet." .
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The terrible tragedy sobered all the stampeders. Folks Outside who doubted that
the risks and discomforts of gold hunting made any sense were confirmed in their
pessimism by the avalanche. The cemetery holding the victims of the greatest single
disaster of the Klondike Gold Rush is part of Klondike Gold Rush Park (KLGO) and
offers a sobering reminder that the great adventure was perilous.

The Mounties established a customs station at Tagish Lake and another post at the
Summit to collect fees and turn back travelers lacking 1,000 pounds of food. The food
requirement was taken very seriously because of the general belief in Dawson from fall
’97 that a famine could occur over the winter. Stampeders saw merit in the Mounties’
strictness, and those who had worried about the security of lives and property in
Skagway and Dyea found their presence reassuring.

Reaching the summit was harder for travelers who were short of money. Lester
Monnet, Bill Shanks, and Chappie Campbell of Washington state disembarked from
Aliad at Dyea on July 24. The unceremonious dumping of 200 men and their provisions
on the beach at low tide led to a frenzied scramble to move everything up the beach
before the tide swamped the stores. Monnet and company passed this first hurdle, then
unwisely invested in a pony for packing. Once loaded the pony bucked, scattered the
load, and dashed for freedom. Soon the partners realized that pack animals were
useless except on the first portion of the trail, but they were still out the missing pony’s
cost and damages to equipment.

Monnett contracted at 10 cents a pound with Indian packers, then another ship
disembarked with stampeders willing to offer 50 cents. Monnett’s packers demanded 40
cents more when the party had moved 7 miles down the trail. The party could not pay
these demands and demanded their money back. Since the packers concluded they had
already worked enough for the money they fought to keep it. Three men were no
match for 20 packers, and the stampeders ended the melee by fleeing the field.

After pushing on to Stone House, Monnett’s partners spoke longingly of Seattle.
Monnett made a bad bargain to dissuade them from turning back: After their first trip
to Lake Bennett he would do all the rest of the hauling while they commenced boat
building. Over many days Monnett toiled with some 3,000 pounds "on the most gruel-
ing trek man ever undertook." Finally, on September 10 he threw his last pack on the
ground at the lake.®

After the summit, the next great general activity was boat building at Lake
Lindeman for Chilkoot stampeders or at Lake Bennett for White Pass travelers. There
was plenty of time for boat building for winter or spring arrivals because they had to
wait for the thaw of the Yukon’s headwaters before pushing on. The Yukon River
passage cost a number of lives. Many stampeders were inexperienced boatsmen, and a
number of rapids, including the terrible White Horse, had to be traversed or by-passed
by portage. Finally, the Mounties began supervision of navigation, requiring women
and children to walk around the White Horse and prohibiting the passage of boats built
without adequate freeboard. These restrictions probably saved some lives.
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How long did it take to reach the Klondike? The journey’s duration varied widely ‘
depending upon the season. Travelers who reached the lakes while navigation was
possible could ready boats within a week or two and be under way. In a week or so
they could pass the dangerous part of the river--if they had no accidents--reach Lake
Laberge and a safe, easy drift of 400 miles to Dawson, which took approximately a
week to 10 days.

Tramways

Tramways were a means of reducing freight costs. As early as 1895 the first
tramway from Stone House to summit was constructed, but it did not operate success-
fully. In 1897 a horse-powered windlass went into operation and by April 98 stam-
peders had a choice of four different tramways available at a rate of 10 cents a pound
from Dyea to Lake Lindeman. Of these the best was built by the Chilkoot Railroad &
Transportation Co. of Tacoma. It consisted of two sections--one over the 4 miles from
Canyon City to Sheep Camp and another from Sheep Camp over the summit a quarter
mile beyond--a span of 4% miles. Freight boxes measuring 40 x 20 x 24 inches could
handle 400-pound boxes. This system allowed stampeders to transport their freight over
the Dyea-Canyon City wagon road at drayage costs from one-fourth to one-half cent a
pound, then transfer loads to tramway buckets for transhipment. Overall freight costs
were reduced from one-fifth to one-tenth of the cost in ’97. .

Other tramways went into operation before the Chilkoot Railroad & Transporta-
tion Co. finished their system in April *98, but the others were less efficient. The
Burns’ Hoist opened in December 97 to pull sleds hitched to a cable 1,500 feet long.
A gas engine turned a pulley drum to haul loads from the base to the top of the
summit for two cents a pound. The bucket tramway of the Alaska Railway &
Transportation Co. operated from 2 miles above Sheep Camp from spring 98 until July
when its operation was consolidated with the CR&C Tramway. Another was that run
by Dyea-Klondike Transportation Co. using a steam engine, two buckets of 500 Ibs
capacity, and a cable running from the base to the crest of the summit. The Dyea-
Klondike Transportation Co. later consolidated with the Chilkoot Railroad & Transpor-
tation Co. Although the tramways did not always run as well as planned, they effec-
tively put Indian packers out of business on the American side of the Chilkoot. The
tramways also forced a reduction in tolls on the Brackett Road over White Pass.™

As with everything else connected to the gold rush, there were exaggerations about
the capacity of the tramways. It was good that the estimates of some promoters like
steamship manager J.P. Light on the numbers of *98 stampeders were far-fetched.
Light expected 200,000 rushers, "that is conservative. I would not be surprised to see
the figures doubled."** Light correctly observed that the tramways were incapable of
handling that kind of traffic. But the tramways impressed some newsmen as a mar-
velous technological breakthrough, and the crossing by a woman, Martha Kelsey, in
January 98 was heralded in newspapers. "A Yankee woman," the New York Journal
noted breathlessly, "has crossed in an hour and a half the mountain defile which has .
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hitherto tried men’s souls and bodies in a struggle of days and weeks. Never before
was such a pioneer enterprise displayed in establishing a means of transportation over
almost impassable heights."!®

White Pass

Stampeders using the Lynn Canal entry could, if they wished, defer judgment on a
choice of Dyea-Chilkoot or Skagway-White until leaving their ship. Which pass was
best? Reports varied. The White Pass summit at 2,800 feet was only 20 miles from
tidewater. Over the first 10 miles the trail ran through heavy timber growth and a
narrow, steep-walled canyon. At the base of the pass, 18 miles from tidewater, trav-
elers and their pack animals faced a steep climb as they gained 800 feet in elevation.
Once at the summit the trail was easy. Lake Bennett was only 10 miles away.

Some praised the less-used White Pass in "97. Harry Fitzgerald had taken it in
June before the improvements then under way had been completed, "and I do not
understand why so many go by the way of the Chilkoot, particularly at this time of the
year." Fitzgerald’s description certainly suggested ease of transit: American contractors
built a trail on their side "and the Canadian government had twenty-five men working
for four months . . . so that there is now a fine broad trail, over which horses and
mules can travel easily."*®

Such reports, coming at a time when "a great blockage of gold seekers" on the
Chilkoot was being reported, affected some travelers’ decisions, but many who used the
White Pass were sorry. The only certainty about the routes was that most regretted
that they did not choose the other route."”

Stampeders with pack animals could not use the Chilkoot so were drawn to the
lower, less steep grade of White Pass. Ease of transit, however, required more trail
improvements than had been made by 1897. Footing was uncertain on the narrow,
twisting trail which disintegrated rapidly with the heavy traffic. The progress of pack
trains was delayed continually as obstructions had to be cleared. Heavily loaded ani-
mals fell in their tracks or slipped and plunged to the valley below. Soon the stench of
rotting carcasses on what became known as the "Dead Horse Trail" became another
discomfort, a sickening momento of the stampeders’ frenzy and callousness.

Once under way, it was difficult to turn back. Frank Thomas started over White
Pass in summer 97 with three horses and a mule. After many delays and the loss of a
horse and the mule, he abandoned hope of reaching Dawson before winter but deter-
mined to reach Lake Bennett to establish a winter camp. "I am not the only crazy
fool--there are many others,” he reported.'

One of the other "crazy fools,” Charles W. Watts of Oregon, gave one of the best
descriptions of the pass after crossing in January 1898:

Of course there are times when it is windy and very cold there but so far as
the climb is concerned it {is] not one-half or one-third as much of a climb as
I make every year when I go to Upper Soda deer hunting. If I was feeling
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good and [had] no pack I could walk from the bottom of the Pass to the top
in 10 minutes and never stop. Then it is a mile across. At no time can you
see over 20 or 30 feet in any direction on account of fine snow drifting
through the air. You simply look down at your feet to follow the trail and
plod along. Everything looks the same for all the time you are walking
between walls of rock from 10 to 50 feet high and all covered with snow.
Suddenly you walk out a great opening. That is Summit Lake--6 1/2 miles
long. Straight across it you walk, all the time following one little narrow trail
about 16 to 18 inches wide. To step out of the trail meant to sink into snow
up to your waist. The prettiest sight [ ever saw in all my life was to stand at
the foot of that lake and looking in the right direction see the long string of
people, some drawing sleds, some packing, and some with dogs and many
with horses. We saw one string 1/4 mile long.”

Skagway and Dyea

Sometimes one gains the impression that stampeders jumped from their ships at
the head of the Lynn Canal and immediately stormed the passes. In fact, the traffic
did not flow so readily from sea to mountains and two coastal towns, Skagway and
Dyea, developed as service centers to travelers.

William Moore was the father of Skagway. He and his son, Bernard, did some
work on the White Pass Trail in 1895 and 1897, while also building a small sawmill and
a wharf on their homestead at Skagway. The Moores were betting that travelers would
choose to travel over the White Pass via Skagway rather than the Chilkoot via Dyea.
Many of the ’97 argonauts landed at Skagway, but they paid no attention to the
Moores’ priority there. In fact, the stampeders took over the Moore homestead and its
environs and laid out a townsite without consulting the pioneers. Worse yet, they
forced William Moore to move his cabin since it encumbered a newly plotted street.
William Moore had been ignored and humiliated, but he did not give up. He got busy
and extended his wharf to better serve arriving ships. The wharf made money and
aided the growth of the town, even though most of the traffic continued to move
towards Dyea and the Chilkoot Pass. While Skagway was a place of transit for most
people, merchants like Capt. James Carroll established enterprises and government
officers, like C.L. Andrews, the customs collector, were residents. Andrews, who later
transferred to Eagle and wrote several books on Alaska’s history, had his hands full
trying to curb whiskey smuggling.

Smuggling, however, did not bother residents and transits of Skagway. They had a
genuine, versatile crook to contend with. Jefferson "Soapy" Smith became the most
durable of gold rush legends, although his operations only extended over a few months.
Soapy was a small-time con man from Colorado with visions of grandeur and enough
organizational ability to establish a gang of thieves and extortionists to prey on stam-
peders. By corrupting the deputy marshal, Skagway’s only police officer, and posing as
a civic-minded citizen, Smith was able to pluck the unwary with impunity. In time
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aroused citizens formed a vigilante committee to restore law and order, and in July
1898 Smith died under the gun of Frank Reid. Of course, his legend remains green
because of his singular and dramatic career.

It would not do to detract from the legendary genius of Soapy Smith. He did
show remarkable initiative in seeing the opportunity for a gang of con men and thieves
at Skagway and acted swiftly to seize the advantage. He was also successful in cor-
rupting the U.S. deputy marshal and, until vigilantes organized in summer ’98, in con-
fusing many of the residents about his activities. His base was a saloon-gambling den
and he placed men along the trail to steer the unwary into his place. So Soapy showed
some ability as an opportunist, organizer, corrupter, and dissembler, but exhibited a
fatal clumsiness in issuing a drunken challenge to the vigilantes after first agreeing to
return money taken from a returning miner. Of the many possible options available to
him--some of which might have prolonged his career--he chose gunplay with Frank Reid
and was shot dead. Reid, Skagway’s surveyor, died too and earned his place as an
Alaska hero.

Historian C.L.. Andrews observed that if all the men who claimed to have seen
Smith shot were laid end to end, the line would extend from Skagway to the Equator
and back. This is probably an exaggeration but it does reflect the great truth that
legend-making requires a little lying by others. It took some exaggeration of Smith’s
cunning, larcenous successes, and violence to give him lasting infamy and lots of gold
rush participants were willing to help. Col. Sam Steele, an intrepid officer of the
Mounties, contributed eagerly to the legend by telling of a night in Skagway when he
and another officer were awakened by gunfire, shouts, and curses. The Mounties did
not interfere with American law-keeping: "Bullets came through the thin boards [of our
room], but the circumstance was such a common event that we did not even rise from
our beds." Steele exaggerated mightily in alleging that Smith’s gang had more than 100
members, that they made Skagway "about the toughest place in the world . . . they ran
the town and did what they pleased; almost the only persons safe from them were the
members of our force . . . neither law nor order prevailed, honest persons had no
protection from the gangs of rascals who plied their nefarious trade. Might was right."®

Aside from the colorful, bizarre exploits of Soapy Smith, the development of
Skagway and Dyea followed the frontier pattern of neighboring communities competing
for the advantages of a similar location. Each town boasted of its commercial and civic
amenities, its churches, schools, newspaper, and government--and, while extolling its own
future prospects, derided the other’s pretensions. But, in the end, Dyea died and
Skagway lived.

Skagway held a natural advantage over Dyea because it had a deep-water harbor.
William Moore had noted this advantage in originally choosing a homestead there and,
of course, believed that the White Pass’s superiority over the Chilkoot was as obvious
as the harbor advantage. He was wrong about the passes’ relative appeal to '97-'98
stampeders but correct in his longer term appraisal. Construction started on the White
Pass and Yukon Railway in 1898 and its completion in 1900 finished Dyea as a com-
mercial rival to Skagway.*'
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The Smith gang did not interfere with the establishment of schools, churches, and
respectable business houses, nor with the evolution of a polite society. Thus could
Governor John Brady, after watching the Fourth of July festivities, exult over the fine
qualities of the town, "the stampeders reflect the goodness of our institutions." Brady
predicted that Alaska would become the "most noble state in the Union . . . if the
coming multitudes compare with the people at Skagway and Dyea now."%

People came and people left, but some, like Harriet Pullen, put down roots in
Skagway. She had been trying to wring a living from a marginal Washington state farm
for herself and her four children when the Klondike was struck. In ’97 she joined the
Gold Rush, arriving at Skagway with only $7. Soon her apple pies, baked in a tent,
were delighting the men building Billy Moore’s wharf, and she was able to move to a
log cabin. For a time she operated a packtrain over the White Pass with horses
brought up from her Washington farm. After her children joined her and she had a
short fling in the Atlin gold rush, Harriet settled down to become Skagway’s most
famous hostess. She rented a large house from Moore and made the Pullen House the
best hotel in town. Pullen greeted shipboard visitors at the dock for many years, in-
viting them for good eats and regaling them with an account of the shooting of Soapy
Smith.

Among the town’s businesses were a number of photographers who specialized in
souvenir pictures of local scenes and events. Some became famous like E.A. Hegg,
Winter and Pond, W.H. Case, and H.C. Barley, and their photographs are standard
features of Alaska books.

Newsmen of early Skagway included J.F.A. Strong, a member of the vigilante
committee opposed to Smith and Elmer (Stroller) White. Strong moved on to Nome,
Katalla, Iditarod, and, eventually, the governor’s chair at Juneau, while White moved to
Dawson and Juneau. :

Among Skagway’s more colorful citizens was Frank Keelar of New York and
California, who elevated himself from jeweler to "the Money King of Alaska" in a shop
on Holly Street. Keelar boasted of great wealth, including mines, sawmills, steamboats,
townsites, and timberlands that yielded him barrels of money he wished to invest.

From his arrival in March 1898, Keelar proved himself as a hustling entrepreneur and
was rewarded with election to the city council.

It was the money king’s claim that he could deal with anyone who really wanted
to trade and he offered $5,000 to any would-be trader who was disappointed. He also
advertised in the states, offering information on Skagway and advice: "If you have no
money and your skin is full of hard luck stories, don’t come to Alaska as we don’t have
time to bury you. But if you are a man that believes in pluck and not in luck, here is
the best of all places on earth to invest, but you must have something to invest."®

Dyea was a lively place by fall ’97, and its growth continued over the winter as
arriving argonauts settled in to wait for spring before continuing on. The town had
1,200 people by mid-December. Many lived in tents but streets had been laid out for a
townsite and carpenters were busy building structures. In January the Dyea Trail began
publication, boasting that “the world can now be assured the finest system of Wharves
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and Warehouses in all Alaska will be constructed here at the mouth of the Chilkoot
Pass, the only route to the greatest gold fields known to history."?

By May the Dyea Wharf was completed. The Dyea Trail editor rejoiced as the
docking facility helped Dyea compete with Skagway. Skagway’s facilities were superior,
but lighters built at Dyea kept busy shuttling stampeders from Skagway to Dyea. Some
of the town’s new buildings were large ones, including the Olympic Hotel, a three-story,
75-by-100-foot structure that was billed as "the largest in Alaska."

People in Dyea, particularly the merchants who had a heavy stake in the town’s
permanence took pleasure in Skagway’s woes. News about the formation of vigilantes,
the Committee of 101, to challenge Soapy Smith’s operations, caused Dyeans to reflect
on their better condition. When Frank Reid of the vigilantes and Soapy Smith shot it
out, Dyeans were scandalized. The Dyea Trail had not even been able to forebear a
little gloating when an outbreak of spinal meningitus occurred in Skagway. Clearly, the
Dyeans reasoned, their town was superior to Skagway in every way.

When the terrible avalanche swept down on the Chilkoot Trail in April 1898 with
tragic results the Dyea Trail accused their rivals of taking advantage: "But Skauans
have no shame. Their ambition seems to be to heap misery on others, they glory in
publishing false statements; they are ghoulish enough to wish that there had been 500
buried if it only happened on the Chilkoot trail."

The rivalry between Dyea and Skagway was real enough, but its determination did
not rest on newspaper editorial bombast. After the *98 rush only one town was needed
to service traffic to the interior. The choice of a permanent route would eliminate one
town or another. And, of course, the railroad chose the White Pass and Dyea faded
out.

All-Canadian Routes

The Canadian routes caused considerable grief to argonauts. The Edmonton Trail
was highly touted in Edmonton by those who believed that this Canadian route would
protect travelers from exorbitant transportation charges and "get-rich-quick" merchants
in Seattle, Skagway, or along the Yukon. It was easy enough to trace a line on the
map showing a pleasant water route via the Peace River, Athabasca River, Lane River,
Great Slave Lake, Mackenzie and Porcupine rivers to reach Fort Yukon on the Yukon
River. Of course, the distance of 2,600 miles was a notable impediment. An overland
route was also offered from Edmonton. This involved a trek of 1,446 miles for trav-
elers across Peace River, to Fort St. John, along the Finley and Kechika rivers to
Watson Lake, thence along the Pelly River to Fort Selkirk.

Boasters of the Edmonton routes noted that the pioneer Yukon prospectors, Jack
McQuesten and Alfred Mayo, used the Mackenzie-Porcupine route. They did not note
that the pioneers’ choice was determined by their location in Canada, that the transpor-
tation of the 1890s had improved over that of the ’80s, and that the pioneers traveled
light, living off the land. In the end--or well before the end--the Edmonton route
travelers had reason to regret their decision, and ample time for dismal reflections on
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their bad choice. Some travelers spent two years on the trail, hampered by the bulk of .
their baggage and the lack of reprovisioning stations along the way. One woman, who
finally reached Dawson, was proud to report that her baby had been born on the trail,
but Jess pleased that conception had occurred en route as well. It is estimated that
about one-half of the 1,500 who started out from Edmonton gave up and turned back
and that 70 people died on the way.

Another disastrous choice was the Stikine River route which drew about 5,000
stampeders. These travelers voyaged to Wrangell from Canadian or American Pacific
Coast ports, then moved up the Stikine to Telegraph Creek and over the trail of 160
miles to Teslin Lake. The route appealed to Canadians because once the sleazy lures
of booming Wrangell were bypassed, its passage was over Canadian Territory. For the
same reason Canadian government officials lauded the route.

Stampeders who marched over the Stikine ice during the ’97-°98 winter had a
miserable time. Except for the Edmonton Trail, its 1,200 mile length made it the
longest overland route to the Klondike and perhaps only half of its travelers made it up
the Stikine while far fewer reached Dawson. Even a well-equipped man like trapper
Straford Tollmache had rough going in ’98. He used sled dogs, but the spring thaw
turned the Stikine ice cover to slush. In desperation he abandoned most of his provi-
sions to ease his dogs’ burden. Even so he had to kill 10 of his weakest dogs for food
before finally getting upriver and he still had a long way to go over a route that re-
quired a great deal of portaging. Tollemache arrived at Dawson in late summer with
very hard words for the falsely ballyhooed Stikine route. .

Still another painful divergence from the main routes was the Ashcroft Trail from
Ashcroft, British Columbia, 125 miles northeast of Vancouver. Travelers took the
Caribou Road, built in the 1860s during the Caribou gold rush, crossed Sheena River,
and after 1,000 miles reached the Stikine at Telegraph Creek. The route seemed to
offer certain benefits in avoiding high transportation costs and utilizing established trails
along portions of the way--the Caribou Road and the Western Union Telegraph
Expeditions trail constructed in the mid-1800s, but the advantages were illusory since
the trails were hardly more than a trace. Of the approximately 1,500 men who
attempted the route because of its "easy” access with pack animals, the greater number
turned back after their animals died. It was said that none of the few successful
travelers who reached Dawson had pack animals on arrival.®

Valdez Glacier

There were no other single disasters on other trails to compare with the Chilkoot
avalanche, but there were many instances of danger, discomfort, and frustration.
Klondike stampeders who chose the Copper River route to the gold fields in ’98 con-
sidered themselves judicious. They were encouraged by the Pacific Steam Whaling Co.,
in particular, to believe that they would avoid the congestion at Dyea and Skagway, the
travails of the Chilkoot, boatbuilding on the lakes and ascend the Copper River with
ease to get within striking distance of their goal. Their numbers, some 3,000 to 4,000, .
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were swelled by many who decided that their best prospects lay in the Copper River
country itself. Persistent rumors of gold and copper deposits and of the existence of an
old Russian trail from the head of Prince William Sound to the Copper River valley
were other lures and accounted for the early mineral exploration of the WRST park-
lands. It was also meaningful to stampeders that the U.S. Army had dispatched Capt.
W.R. Abercrombie to blaze a trail into the interior from Valdez. Abercrombie did his
assigned duties but also found time to make Copper River mineral claims.

The influx of stampeders began in February 1898 and lasted into June, although
by May more stampeders were leaving the country than entering it. Reports on the
hardships suffered by those who had crossed the Valdez Glacier to reach the Copper
River country were made by Abercrombie and by F.C. Schrader of the USGS, both of
whom landed at Valdez in April. Some new arrivals were not charmed by 5-foot snow
depths still on the ground at Valdez in April. "Several of the wavering and less stout-
hearted . . . [decided]," as Schrader noted, "that their line of duty lay in an immediate
return to home and friends."#

Schrader and an army officer made a reconnaissance of the glacier trail for
arriving prospectors. A heavy snowstorm lasting five days left up to 12 feet of fresh
snow on the glacier, but the officers got far enough to judge the glacier’s extent and see
the head of the Klutena River form at its summit. Stampeders who did not care to
tackle the glacier and others who were inclined to commerce remained where they were
and organized the town of Valdez. Previously the area’s only community, Orca, had
consisted of a cannery of the Pacific Steam Whaling Company.

Most of the Valdez stampeders pushed on over the glacier with considerable
hardship. Many of these returned to Valdez from the interior before winter closed the
prospecting season; others settled in for the winter--some 300 at Copper Center. In
late April 1899 Abercrombie landed at Valdez once more, this time to begin construc-
tion of a Valdez-Eagle military trail. With dismay he described conditions:

The scene that followed the arrival of our vessel at Valdez was one that I
shall not soon forget. Crowding aboard the steamer came the argonauts of
last season’s rush into the Copper River Valley and who now considered
themselves full-fledged miners, although many of them had never handled
either a pick or a shovel since their entry into the country. A more motley-
looking crowd it would be hard to imagine. Mackinaw suits of all varieties
and colors faded and worn by exposure to the elements and their long
journey over the Valdez Glacier from the Copper River Valley. They
seemed to be sadly demoralized, and from a hurried conversation I had with
six or seven | had known the year before I was led to believe that hundreds
were dying of starvation and scurvy beyond the Coast range in the Copper
River Valley. Most of those then in the settlement of Valdez had little or
no money, but notwithstanding this fact a wholesale orgy was inaugurated
that lasted until midnight, the cabin and the decks of the steamer giving
unmistakable evidence of the potent influence of the liquor on those who
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had indulged so freely and who were now lying around in various attitudes .
sleeping off the effects . . . That they had passed a terrible winter was

beyond all question of doubt; that many of them had died from scurvy and

being frozen to death was in evidence at the little graveyard that had sprung

up since my departure the year before.?

Valdez became an important place despite its limitations as a point of passage to
the Klondike. With the construction of the government trail to Eagle (and Fairbanks)
the town’s permanence was assured even if the hopes of its boosters for a railroad to
the interior were not realized.

The Yukon Route

For stampeders who considered an all-water route to Klondike preferable to
packing over the Chilkoot or White passes, the Yukon entry was well advertised by
shipping companies. It was the more expensive route but was certainly safer and less
arduous. From Seattle to St. Michael the ocean voyage was 2,750 miles. The voyage
could be comfortable or miserable depending upon the time it took, weather, quality of
the ship, or--most important--the vessel’s crowdedness. Some shipping companies took
gross advantage of the desperation of the Klondike-bound passengers to cram them
aboard without regard for comfort. Postponement of sailing dates was an aggregation, .
as were other delays caused by engine malfunction, storms, or Bering Sea ice condi-
tions. Most ships called at Dutch Harbor in the Aleutians for refueling or other pur-
poses.

Overall, however, the ocean leg of the long voyage was more reliably achieved and
more comfortable than the Yukon River passage. At St. Michael, usually described in
dismal terms by argonauts, passengers transferred to one of the steamboats serving the
Yukon. Over 97-’98 the Yukon fleet had grown mightily as trading companies, ship-
ping companies, and individuals anticipated a bonanza in freight and passenger fares.
But it was some 1,700 miles upriver to Dawson, and few of the ’97 stampeders were
quick enough off the mark to reach St. Michael before freeze-up. Some of these
returned to the states, others languished at St. Michael, and a few pushed overland.

The great influx of stampeders hit St. Michael in spring ’98. Nothing had
occurred over the year to make the natural setting more agreeable, but accommoda-
tions were improving fast as lodging and eating places were thrown up and carpenters
were busy building boats. Passengers who had made arrangements earlier for a quick
transfer to waiting steamboats avoided discomfort but many had to wait some time at
St. Michael. For some months the old Russian station held a huge tent city housing
travelers who preferred camping to commercial lodging. Old tents came down and new
ones went up as the season progressed, but the human flow was continuous.

One good thing about St. Michael was the opportunity it provided to send the last
letters home before starting upriver where the vagaries of the mail service and climate
might delay further communications for months. These letters could not tell much ‘
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about the writers’ prospects at that point but they certainly revealed states of mind.
Often the writer was already discouraged about his chance of making a fortune. He
had seen too many people and heard too many stories about hardship and failure since
leaving home. For some St. Michael seemed a good place to quit--to cut one’s losses.
Other letters burned with hope and ambition although it is likely that the flame burned
less fiercely than it had in Seattle or another port of embarkation. It was certainly
sobering--if not devastating--to one’s spirits to encounter at St. Michael throngs of
people returning from the Klondike crying out against the promises that had lured them
north. Of course, there were plenty of pleased-looking fellows too, men who kept wary
eyes on their baggage, which included gold.

For the Yukon voyage, passenger accommodations were either on the steamboat
itself or a barge that larger boats pushed ahead. A barge could carry up to 175 people
in crude fashion with rows of berths lining its sides separated by a long dining table
running the length of the vessel. There was no protection from mosquitoes nor from
the tedium of the lower river landscape, and anxieties mounted when the vessels
grounded on sandbars.

Sometimes passengers endured major delays that were particularly aggravating in
late season. In the fall everyone aboard scanned the skies apprehensively for weather
signs and viewed the first ice with sinking hearts. Usually progress was steady, if slow;
the boats pushed against a 4-to-5-mile current and made about 6 miles an hour. Halts
to take on wood took about two hours daily in the commercial boats, but much longer
for independents who did their own wood-cutting. Whatever the range of comfort
provided, steamboat fare was expensive because of high costs. One important cost
factor was the price of wood--varying from $7 a cord downriver to $14 nearer Dawson.
A large steamboat driving a barge needed 30 cords a day. Stops at real towns provided
some diversion. At places like Rampart, Fortymile, Fort Yukon, and Circle some
passengers met acquaintances from Outside and could enjoy some gossip and opinions
on the country that might be more trustworthy than those gathered from strangers.
Some passengers ended their voyage at ports like Rampart, either voluntarily because
mining prospects seemed better than those at Dawson or, involuntarily, when ice
stopped navigation.®

Food Shortage

While stampeders fretted about travel routes and trail conditions they, along with
the working Klondike miners, were forced to worry about possible famine conditions as
well. Newspapers were quick to report the first alarms about a possible food shortage
in Dawson. There was a whimsical appeal in imagining men with pockets full of gold
threatened by starvation. As the ’97-98 winter neared there was an increasing aware-
ness of Dawson’s remoteness and the limitations of food stores as people continued to
enter the country. "How About Grub?" one editor asked: "Miners Cannot Eat Gold."
Reporting from St. Michael to the Chicago Tribune, August 17, 1897, Sarah Beazley
predicted certain starvation. She praised the efforts of the North American Transporta-
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tion and Trading Company to get goods upriver and noted the concern of company .
officers that no blame fall on them: "they having reportedly warned people to wait
until next spring before going in." Beazley heard much praise on "the generalship and
management of Captain J.J. Healy" and expected that " he will not desert these poor
miners."®

Criticism of Healy and the North American Transportation and Trading Company
from August 97 was more common than praise. Rumor had it that the company’s
policy of hiring cheap labor for boat crews resulted in the sandbar grounding of Weare,
thus reducing prospective food supplies in Dawson. Both companies were condemned
for bringing in whiskey rather than food. "Avarice," argued one returning miner, "is the
marked characteristic of both companies at St. Michael." And avarice caused the
companies to encourage stampeders to come into the country despite the food shortage.
Other charges against the North American Transportation and Trading Company came
from stampeders at St. Michael who were advised by company agents in Chicago to buy
their food and supplies when they got to the Yukon.*

What probably incensed the established miners more than anything else against
Healy and the North American Transportation and Trading Company was his refusal to
fill 1897-98 orders placed and paid for long before navigation closed in September.
Arthur Celene had deposited $900 for grub and received one sack of flour "and a few
other things, in proportion,” and his remaining deposit back. Celene and about 500
miners treated similarly could not accept Healy’s dismissal of their priority. They did
not blame the Circle miners when they held up the steamboats in September 97 and .
were reassured when both Weare and Bella unloaded quickly and headed for Fort
Yukon to collect cargoes left by other boats. Meanwhile, prices had risen. "Everything
eatable was selling at figures from $1 up per pound. Flour was $1.50 to $2.00 per
pound. Fresh meat was about the same price."®

Meals cost $2.50 at Dawson in ’97-98 at a time when a hungry man could fill up
for 50 cents in the states. A very hungry man in Dawson might spend up to $10. In
restaurants and homes the flapjack was a popular standby. "It is the glory of the
Klondike and appears in the most remote and impoverished diggings," noted a visitor.
"Always palatable, it is, in the language of the miner, ’tough, but filling." Of course,
rich men wanting a treat ordered fresh fish in season, savoring the disparity in taste,
texture, and novelty between fish and flapjacks and other standbys, beans and salt
pork.®

Reports differ on price gouging by the major trading companies. Thomas Magee,
who left Dawson shortly after the stores ran out of food, reported that prices had not
increased as the situation became threatening, but the store price had been $2 per
pound for flour. Other reports placed the highest price of flour at $1.>

By October 15, 1897, Healy was openly "distressed”" by the outlook. He had not
anticipated that several boats would fail to reach Dawson and that so many rushers
would reach there in late fall--and there were 700 unfilled orders on North American
Transportation and Trading Company books. The North American Transportation and .
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Trading Company stock was gone, yet it appeared that one-quarter of the Klondike
residents needed winter supplies.®

Urgent calls for government aid against famine induced Congress to appropriate
$20,000 for Sheldon Jackson’s scheme of a reindeer relief expedition. The U.S. Army
took charge of the Laplanders, Finns, and Norwegians and the 539 reindeer purchased
in Norway for shipment through New York, to Seattle, and Dyea. The expedition was
not a success. Because of the lack of proper food, most reindeer either died en route
or reached the interior in an emaciated condition. As it turned out the fiasco’s failure
did not cause any hardship. The long predicted specter of starvation at Dawson
abated. There were some shortages of food over the ’97-°98 winter, but supplies were
enough to prevent disaster.

By late September 1897 some miners running from the threat of starvation came
close to disaster. Thomas McGee, a San Francisco capitalist, chartered a little river
steamer to carry his party upriver from Dawson to Fort Selkirk, where they would take
the Dalton Trail to the coast. After the steamer broke down, the 15 men hired Indians
to carry them by canoes. Large ice blocks hampered progress, but they managed to
reach Fort Selkirk. They could not find the Dalton Trail as they headed for the coast
until, 75 miles out of Fort Selkirk, they fortunately met Dalton who advised on the
route and the location of hidden food caches. But for this chance meeting they might
have died of hunger and exposure as it was late October by this time. Finally, after 40
days en route, they reached Haines Mission.*

By January 1898 there were about 6,000 people in the Canadian Yukon, including
5,000 at Dawson and nearby camps. Of these, 75 percent were Americans. Another
1,000 whites were in the Alaska Yukon, most of them stranded when en route to
Dawson. During winter and early spring of 1897-98 about 28,000 argonauts crossed the
Chilkoot and White passes, while 5,000 to 6,000 started upriver from St. Michael.
Alfred H. Brooks estimated that two-thirds of those who started from St. Michael failed
to reach their goal for various reasons, and overall only 34,000 of 60,000 stampeders
reached the Klondike. By the close of navigation in 1898, 30,000 persons were left on
the Yukon. Of these, 13,000 were in the Klondike and 4,206 at Dawson. An estimated
35,000 persons disembarked at Skagway and Dyea in 1897-98; 5,000 at Wrangell for the
Stikine River route; 3,000 at Valdez for the glacier route; 1,000 on Cook Inlet; 2,000
tried all-Canadian overland or river routes. In all, probably 60,000 folks started for the
gold fields, and if each had only two backers or family members--a conservative esti-
mate--this meant that more than 200,000 people "had a more or less direct financial
interest in the gold rush."

Hardship

There were numerous tragic conclusions of winter treks, particularly among men
with too little appreciation of conditions and their lack of experience. J. Maidhof,
formerly U.S. Consul in Germany, was among those aboard the steamer Merwin when
she became frozen in near the Yukon’s mouth. Wasting the 1897-98 winter on Merwin
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was intolerable to Maidhof, so he acquired a dog team and sled and headed to
Rampart. On Christmas Eve he arrived at St. Michael. H.M. Morgan, an Associated
Press correspondent, restive at the prospect of sitting out the winter at St. Michael,
agreed to join him. On January 7 they started over the ice for Unalakleet, intending to
reach the Yukon at Kaltag, then move upriver. With two sleds and 13 dogs they
reached Unalakleet in six days, rested several days at the Swedish Mission, then pushed
on 20 miles to a native settlement where they hired a guide to get them to Kaltag.
Snowstorms delayed their departure from the village until January 25. After two days
run, one sled was damaged. While repairing the sled, beset by a heavy snowstorm, the
guide left them.

At this point the travelers would have been well advised to turn back. The trail
had been obscured by the snow, and they could only depend upon uncertain compass
readings to find Kaltag. Yet they started off, wading through deep snow, making only 5
miles a day at best--and sometimes only half that. Extreme cold and a dwindling of
provisions foreshadowed their fate. Maidhof froze his hands, and by February 3 it was
apparent that they had lost the trail. Their only hope lay in continuing on through
snow depths of 10 feet in a generally northeastern direction to hit the Yukon.

Eventually they cleared everything but sleeping bags and blankets from their sleds
to lighten loads for the starving dogs. On February 6, they killed their first dog to
provide food for themselves and surviving dogs. Soon Maidhof froze his feet and
Morgan his hands. On the 11th they only made a mile, and Maidhof refused to go on.
As they started back towards Unalakleet Maidhof collapsed. Morgan killed another
dog and tried to force soup on the stricken man, but he died after some hours.
Morgan buried him in the snow marked the grave with snowshoes and continued on,
killing more dogs for food as needed. By March 3, Morgan, incapacitated by snow
blindness, bundled up in his sled to await the end. After four days natives found him
and carried him to safety.®

Miners Help Themselves

Miners were not willing to face the hardships of food scarcity when food was
within reach. Miners at Circle forcibly took stores from steamers of the Alaska
Commercial Company and the North American Transportation and Trading Company
in September '97. Capt. P.H. Ray of the U.S. Army feared that Fort Yukon miners
would show the same disregard for property. On November 1, he communicated his
anxiety to Washington, reiterating recommendations he had made earlier for a military
takeover of the Yukon:

Sir: 1 have the honor to report that since my return matters here have
assumed a very serious aspect. The crew of the Weare and others caught in
the gorge at the same time as myself are in camp here at the site of the old
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. fort; 4 miles above the Alaska Commercial Company have a cache of about
200 tons of stores, landed there last fall when their steamers failed to pass
the bar.

The North American Trading and Transportation Company have a cache
here. On the afternoon of the 29th ultimo I received a note from Mr.
Davis, agent of the Alaska Commercial Company, saying that he was in-
formed that there was a movement on foot to seize the cache, and a
meeting was being held for that purpose.

I went up at once with Mr. Richardson, and soon after arriving there was
waited upon by a committee from a miners’ meeting, who stated their de-
mands: That there were 75 of them, and they demanded they be furnished
on credit with an ’outfit of provisions and clothing for nine months.” This,
Mr. Davis, the agent, declined to do.

I am still of the opinion that it should be a military government, with power
to hunt to the death the lawless element.*

Conditions on the Yukon appeared critical to John J. Healy of the North American
. Transportation and Trading Company who shared Ray’s fears that food thefts and
disorders would continue. In December ’97 he hired E.H. Wells to carry his letter to
the adjutant general in Washington:

We have advanced for the Government $1,000 to pay Mr. Well’s expenses,
he to look to the Department for compensation for his services to
Washington and return. In behalf of the American miners on the American
side of the Yukon Valley we appeal to the Government to send us the
strong arm of the military for protection from Fort Get There, St. Michael
Island, to the boundary line between Yukon, Alaska, and Yukon, Northwest
Territory. Our Government should act at once, as there are many valuable
mines on the Koyukuk, Tanana, Manook, Birch Creek, Seventy-Mile,
American Creek, and all of that portion of Forty-Mile mines lying within the
American possessions.

The mining industries of the American portion of the Yukon Valley will be
seriously crippled, if not entirely paralyzed, by reason of it not being safe to
run steamers and land supplies at any of the mining camps along the river.

The great rush of the people to the Yukon makes it probable that armed
raiders will hold up the steamers and loot the stores of their supplies, conse-
. quently the merchants and transportation companies will be obliged to
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confine their business to the Canadian side of the Yukon Valley, as the ‘
Northwest mounted police offer protection to life and property.®

Other alarming reports were also reaching Washington and stimulated both the
several relief efforts and, more significantly, the eventual establishment of a judicial
district for the interior.

Commercial Expansion

Valdez, Skagway, and Dyea were Alaska’s chief gold-rush boom towns but Yukon
River traffic also accelerated business at St. Michael. Activity there justified the efforts
of the North American Transportation and Trading Company in building a commodious
hotel in summer ’98. Prior to 1897 there had never been more than three or four ships
calling at the old Russian trading post during the season. Thirty-six ocean going ships
and 15 riverboats entered the port in 1897; in 1898 there were 118--24 from foreign
ports--and 113 riverboats. Construction activity flourished because many of the river
steamers were shipped in knocked-down condition and assembled there--as was the
hotel.

Such brisk acceleration of commerce strained the frail governmental system. The
highest judicial office, aside from the district judge based at Sitka, was that of U.S.
Commissioner. Commissioner L.B. Shepard of St. Michael lacked authority to deal with ‘
the most common civil cases--disputes concerning sailors; wages, libels against vessels,
and other admiralty law matters beyond the jurisdiction of a justice of peace court. On
several occasions, as when stampeder Homer Bird murdered another man on the
Yukon, Shepard had to advance personal funds to secure a timely arrest. The commis-
sioner wished Washington to know that his ability to meet financial demands in advance
of repayment of governments vouchers, which could take a year, was limited. Shepard,
who was also the North American Transportation and Trading Company’s agent, dis-
tributed all company mail received at St. Michael and reported to Chicago on all news
from the gold fields. He was in full agreement with his Dawson-based manager, John
J. Healy, on the great starvation scare of 97, sending dispatches on Porriand leaving St.
Michael on August 16, "that all danger of starvation among the miners is over."
Reporting this, a Chicago newspaper described the freight sent upriver as "principally
goods," although other sources indicated that whiskey and hardware made up the bulk
of riverboat cargos. Charles A. Weare in Chicago insisted that the company’s food
priority had been communicated to all riverboat captains. If this was true, the order
must have been ignored.*

It was on Shepard’s advice that the North American Transportation and Trading
Company determined to build a hotel in anticipation of there being numerous miners
whose downriver passages would be ended by freeze-up, inducing them to trudge down
to St. Michael for its amenities, "most . . . will be well supplied with dust and eager to
spend it," warned the agent. News of the company’s investment at Fort Get There,
their name for their St. Michael station (later changed to "Healy") was very stimulating .
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to Outside investors. It suggested that Alaska itself--not just the Canadian Klondike--
was being developed and would probably prove rich in gold when prospectors gave it
more attention.®

Shepard’s performance was criticized by miners, particularly those who distrusted
the North American Transportation and Trading Company and Alaska Commercial
Company, because he was also St. Michael’s North American’s agent. There was no
illegality in working for the North American Transportation and Trading Company, yet
it attracted condemnation. An anonymous letter of 1899 scorns Shepard as "an illit-
erate man of no honor, no knowledge of law or justice," accused him of cheating other
Yukon companies to force them out of competition with the North American Transpor-
tation and Trading Company, and with the Alaska Commercial Company agent, "gobble
up most of the Cape Nome mining claims through fictitious powers of attorney." The
disgruntled writer believed Shepard "used Laplanders and other foreigners and accepted
filings of citizenship to get these claims." Since the complainant’s linking of Shepard’s
supposed corruption with the much disputed claims of Nome’s discoverers is nonsense,
perhaps charges that he "accepts bribes in trials" was equally slanderous, although such
charges were made by others.®

In addition to the hotel North American Transportation and Trading Company
officers were proud to announce the augmentation of its Yukon fleet by the launching
of Hamilton on August 8, 1898. A storm the next day came close to ending the steam-
boat’s career, as fierce winds swept across the Bering Sea inland to damage some
buildings. Hamilton survived but was not fitted out and under way early enough to
complete its maiden voyage before being caught by the ice.

Neither Shepard nor any other adviser to companies and potential investors could
be counted on entirely when they forecasted future events, but their reports had more
credibility than those contributed by the hoards of newsmen. Shepard was amazed at
the numbers of journalists gathered at St. Michael: "Every newspaper of note in the
world seems to be represented, and the strife for news is so great that all kinds of
stories are being sent out." This message was itself a warning to his Chicago head-
quarters--a hint that stories of competitive journalist might hold elements of fantasy.*

Cunning businessmen did not give all their attention to building, buying, and selling.
They knew the value of Jobbying in Washington or Ottawa for special advantages.
Usually their requests were routine ones, but North American officers looking ahead to
means of securing a stronger position in the territory proposed a bold scheme. Citing
"a deplorable deficiency in the exercise of judicial authority,” they proposed carving out
the Yukon section as a separate territory. Lincoln Territory was the suggested name,
with its capital at Weare (Tanana) about halfway between St. Michael and Dawson on
the Yukon. Since Secretary of the Treasury Lyman Gage’s son, Eli, worked for the
North American Transportation and Trading Company, the secretary might favor a
proposal that included Eli’s appointment as governor. Boundaries would be: Mount St.
Elias on the Southeast from which the eastern line would run to the Arctic Ocean; the
western boundary would run downcoast from St. Michael to the top of the divide
between the Yukon and Kuskokwim rivers; the southern boundary would follow the
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62nd parallel east to the Copper River, thence to Mount St. Elias. The Alaska territory .
would then encompass the Aleutians, Alaska Peninsula, Cook Inlet, Kodiak, Prince
William Sound, Copper River, and southeast Alaska. Though Charles Barber, the Fort
Get There hotel manager, who announced the scheme while en route to St. Michael,
indicated a bill to be introduced by Senator Thomas Carter of Montana had already
been written, nothing came of the scheme.®

The abortive territorial division effort had no importance in itself but, like the
North American Transportation and Trading Company’s expansion and the establish-
ment of other shipping and trading companies on the Yukon, it reinforced a view of
optimistic prospects. People thinking about the North were impressed by the splurge of
capital flowing that direction.

Conclusion

There were horrors on the Valdez Trail, terrible disasters on the Chilkoot, carnage
of pack animals on the White Pass, anxieties about food shortage, and aggravating
delays in the Yukon River passage. Many stampeders quit their quest along the way or
reached Dawson to find their money depleted by unanticipated expenses in transport or
packing or travel delays. Some gave up at this point or altered their plans for invest-
ment Or maintenance.

"Getting There" was, in a special sense, what the gold rush was all about. Travel ‘
timing and hardships often dictated the longevity of one’s enthusiasm, acting as a kind
of "survival of the fittest" check on the masses who sought their fortune. Evidence of
the importance of the travel ventures shows clearly in the many narratives of the stam-
peders. Their stories focus sharply on their experience while en route to the gold
fields. Though such an emphasis is understandable among those who Jost too much in
money, time, and zeal to pursue their original goals, it is also pronounced among those
who stayed in the North for long periods. Overall, the gold rush stampede venture held
several distinct chapters or stages, but the post-travel stages did not dominate memories
to the extent that “"getting there" did.
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Chapter 5
Mining Towns and Characters

Glorious Dawson

During the fall of 1896 miners mushed or walked to the Klondike. Most came
from the Fortymile region, the closest community of miners. The stampede from Circle
City, then the largest population center in the interior, did not get under way until
January 1897.

Fortymiler Joe Ladue is generally considered Dawson’s founder because he ship-
ped in his sawmill and laid out the townsite. William Ogilvie, the Canadian boundary
surveyer, soon arrived to make an official survey of Ladue’s site and of the valuable
creeks, Bonanza and Eldorado, where gold discoveries had been made. With these
preliminaries handled, the place boomed as hot-eyed arrivals kept coming.

Men kept busy over the winter and spring of 1896-97. The town lacked amenities,
but all the stampeders brought in their own provisions, so there was food enough.
Nonetheless, the arrival of the first steamboat from downriver in July was a great event.
Food had been getting scarce, and the liquor had long since run out.

As the summer advanced, more stampeders came in from various Yukon camps
and, increasingly, argonauts from the Outside hit town. By the close of navigation,
Dawson claimed 5,000 souls and was well provided with saloons, dance halls, and
gambling places.

A year later the town had 30,000 people and was one of the most celebrated
places in the world. And, thanks to the Mounties, having been moved in soon after
initial discoveries from their base at Fortymile, Dawson was a secure, orderly com-
munity. A man could drink and gamble all he wanted and hire a prostitute, but he
could not display a weapon or indulge in rowdiness without police interference. In this
respect Dawson differed markedly from the early camps on the American side of the
boundary.

Dawson was a town full of Americans forced to observe the laws of Canada.
Miners complained about Canada’s laws and government officials. They hated the tax
of 10 percent on their gross gold production (the first $5,000 was excluded from tax),
but they paid it.

Dawson was a very special place from 1897 to 1899, in particular. The Nome
rush and declining opportunities reduced the population considerably in 1899, and
numbers fell sharply for the next several years. Even as the bloom faded, Dawson
remained the important mining, supply, and cultural center of the upper Yukon, but the
early years were the days of legend. Total production from all six Yukon Districts
(1885-1988) was 11,720,026 ounces (troy) about 85 percent of which was derived from
the Klondike. Hence, the Klondike has produced about 9.96 million ounces worth
about 200 million (U.S.) at time of sale.
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As the stampede to Nome was renewed in 1900 and then, within three years,
excitement shifted to Fairbanks, much less was heard about Dawson and the Klondike.
Production fell sharply from 1902 as local placer ground, that had been worked pri-
marily by drift mining methods, seemed exhausted. But there was plenty of gold left
for the investors who brought in advanced technology. With the advent of hydraulic
and dredge mining on properties consolidated by Arthur Treadgold the industry
boomed from 1901 to 1914. In fact, of the $250 million in gold produced in the
Klondike, 75 percent was mined after 1900.

Jack London, whose literary popularity soared with publication of his Klondike
stories, also dabbled in mining economics. In a magazine article of January 1900, the
writer reviewed the great Klondike stampede in economic terms, comparing the costs
and benefits of gold recovery. He calculated that 25,000 argonauts headed north in 97
with most failing to get beyond the head of Lynn Canal, while 100,000 started out in
1898. If the average stampeder spent $600, the total outlay was $75,000,000, half spent
along the trail and the other half in transport and outfitting from Puget Sound or
elsewhere. Few stampeders found paying claims, yet the stampeders lost a year’s work
which might have paid them an average daily wage of $4, had they stayed home. Thus,
London calculated a loss of $150,000,000 in wages which, added to the $75,000,000
travel express, amounted to a total cost of $225,000,000. Against this outlay, the
Klondike gold production was only $8,000,000 in *98 and, perhaps, $14,000,000 in ’99:
"The figure stand for themselves," London argued, $220,000,000 have been spent in
extracting $22,000,000 from the ground."

London went on to assess the long-range prospects of mining in the Yukon valley
more favorably:

While there are very few ’paying’ creeks, it must be understood that nothing
below a return of $10 a day per man under the old expensive conditions has
been considered ’pay.” But when a sack of flour may be bought for a dollar
instead of fifty, and all other things in proportion, it is apparent how great a
fall the scale of pay can sustain. In California gravel containing 5 cents of
gold to the cubic yard is washed at a profit; but hitherto in the Klondike
gravel yielding less than $10 to the cubic yard has been ignored as un-
profitable. That is to say, the old conditions in the Klondike made it impos-
sible to wash dirt which was not at least two hundred times richer than that
washed in California. But this will not be true henceforth. There are im-
mense quantities of these cheaper gravels in the Yukon Valley, and it is
inevitable that they yield to the enterprise of brains and capital.

In short, though many of its individuals have lost, the world will have
lost nothing by the Klondike. The new Klondike, the Klondike of the future,
will present remarkable contrasts with the Klondike of the past. Natural
obstacles will be cleared away or surmounted, primitive methods abandoned,
and hardship of toil and travel reduced to the smallest possible minimum.
Exploration and transportation will be systemized. There will be no waste
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. energy, no harum-scarum carrying on of industry. The frontiersman will yield
to the laborer, the prospector to the mining engineer, the dog-driver to the
engine-driver, the trader and speculator to the steady-going modern man of
business; for these are the men in whose hands the destiny of the Klondike
will be intrusted.?

Dawson Characters

Among the best known Klondike characters of the heydays of Dawson were a
handful of show business promoters who entertained at the Opera House, Monte Carlo,
Palace Grand, and other houses.

Dawson’s first theatre, the Opera House, was built of logs with a bar and
gambling room in the front and the theatre at the rear. Benches accommodated those
who bought tickets at fifty cents while more expensive boxes ringed the area. Drinks
cost double the bar price in the boxes but these murky places assured some privacy and
sense of grandeur. Tallow lights served for boxlights in the first theatre but the splurge
of building by summer 98 brought new, more fitting structures featuring gas lights, chair
seats, nice dressing rooms, and other furnishings appropriate to the boom town’s status.

Swiftwater Bill Gates’ entry into the theatre world owed something to his friend-
ship with Jack Smith. Both men had made big money on claims and Smith induced
. Gates’ backing of his Monte Carlo theatre. Gates went down to San Francisco to hire

dancehall girls, summoned reporters to his Palace Hotel suite, and told them colorful
stories. Becoming a "character" in Dawson was not all that easy. Among the rivals
there were skilled showmen and vastly experienced self-promoters like Capt. Jack
Crawford, the "poet-scout,” a veteran frontiersman who sold goods and lively stories
from his store, the Wigwam, and offered fine prospects to men foolish enough to invest
in the Captain Jack Crawford Alaska Prospect and Mining Corporation. Another
frontiersman-showman was Arizona Charlie Meadows, a legitimate theatre man who
built the Palace Grand.¢

The dancehall gals competed with theatre owners to create their own legends,
particularly those who managed to marry or otherwise exploit the newly rich men who
thrived on dangerous love. Performers’ salaries seldom exceeded $150 weekly, but girls
could earn nugget tips and other remunerations. But salaries and other costs were far
above those faced by managers Outside, and there were no profits unless oceans of
booze were dispensed and gamblers flocked to the gaming tables.

In 1899 Arizona Charlie Meadows opened the Palace Grand, a magnificent house
by any standards seating 2,200. Folks were impressed and showed their approval by
howling like dogs at the July opening. Since miners had traditionally expressed their
boredom and disgust at the theater by doglike howling, other signs had to be observed
to ascertain their mood. One feature of the opening season was a play based on
Meadows’ own adventures as a scout with Al Sieber in the Geronimo campaign. On
stage he rescued a fair damsel tied to a stake for burning by Apaches and escaped in a

‘ theatrical tour de force, plunging with his horse from a 14-foot elevation into 8 feet of
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water. Before going north, Meadows had been associated with Soapy Smith of Skagway
fame in Cripple Creek, Colorado. Meadows promoted a bull fight while Smith, then
known as the "Denver Bronco Kid," ran a gambling concession stand.’

One of the most interesting aspects of Dawson’s theatres was in its dramatic
treatment of local characters and events. Swiftwater Bill Gates’ edge in the race to
legendom was fostered by lively skits highlighting his adventures. S#ll Water Willie’s
Wedding, produced at the Palace Grand, was one of several dramatic efforts to make
fun of Gates by playwright-actor John Mulligan. Still Water later had a revival at the
Tivoli Theatre where it was greeted with "yells of delight and amusement.”

Kate Rockwell, later "Klondike Kate," was a late-comer (1900) to the Dawson
stage, and her paramour, Alexander Pantages, was a poor waiter at Dawson until he
established the Orpheumn Theatre. Later, Pantages left to foster a grand scheme for a
circuit of vaudeville houses and made millions with the Orpheum network. Kate made
her modest theatre reputation as "Klondike Kate" after leaving Dawson with Pantages
and got big headlines when she sued Pantages for breach of promise in 1905.

Romance

The Klondike interest extended beyond the experiences of trail hardships and
golden fortunes to other titillating aspects of the new frontier. Tales of romantic
liaisons between men and women had considerable appeal. In a situation where de-
sireable women were extremely scarce and suddenly rich men wished to crown their
achievements by winning the favors of a lovely woman, the stuff of legend existed.
Fortunately, Swiftwater Bill Gates was on hand to seize the opportunity for fame cer-
tain to outlast gold. Gates dazzled everyone by presenting Gussie LaMore $50,000 on
the day of her arrival in Dawson from Juneau. Swiftly this deal was consummated by a
wedding. LaMore’s traveling companion, Violet Raymond, made a similar arrangement
with Antone Standen for a present reported to be $10,000 in gold, but Standen’s status
as a romantic hero could not compare with that held by Gates. Before long the public
tittered over the fleecing of Standen and others by their beautiful fortune hunters, but
Gates, who did not fare much better with Gussie, went on to greater exploits. Gates
was that rara avis, the man who defied all the copybook maxims with outrageous con-
duct yet landed on his feet--or even took giant bounds forward in the realms of gold
and sex.

Stories of Dawson’s matrimonial market reached the world press in summer "97.
Exaggeration of such widely appealing romances is understandable. Miners arriving in
San Francisco told their best stories, and newsmen placed them in proper perspective.
"As a matrimonial market,” newspapers insisted, "Dawson City has no equal on earth.
Women are as scarce as gold dust is burdensome in the metropolis of the new
Eldorado. All the men vow that any woman can become a bride with a wedding
present of thousands of dollars worth of gold dust within thirty minutes after arriving in
Dawson City if she will but whisper her consent." After relating the triumphs of Gates
and Standen the writer invented a story about the only unmarried woman left in
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Dawson: "She has refused every single man in Dawson, and they have knelt before her
with uplifted hands full of gold. Being refused they have told her that she does not
know a good thing when she sees it. She wears short skirts, carries an umbrella and
wants to vote."

Joaquin Miller

Newspapers dispatched numbers of reporters to the Klondike. Among them was
one of America’s leading poets and incomparable poseur, Joaquin Miller. Miller,
celebrated as the "Poet of the Sierras" and author of "Columbus," a poem that became
a fixture in school books and anthologies for generations, was a genuine frontiersman,
even if many of the adventures he recorded were fabricated. He grossly misrepresented
his youthful Indian fighting exploits in California and falsely claimed membership in
William Walker’s filibustering invasion of Nicaragua (eventually he worked out a fine
response to charges of lying about Nicaragua: "Was Milton ever in hell?"), but he was
a Pony Express rider between Florence and Lewiston, Idaho in 1861-62.

Miller’s Yukon adventure was a fiasco that nearly cost him his life and the literary
reputation he had been reasonably successful in rebuilding for the last decade. The
New York Journal and San Francisco Chronicle jointly commissioned Miller to lend his
peculiar genius to the great stampede. The Journal knew what it wanted from Miller’s
pen: "Joaquin Miller will tell the romance of the new 49" among the ice fields." But
by "romance" the Journal meant colorful, exciting reports rather than fictional ones that
evoked controversy and the scandal of mendacious journalism. Other reporters keen to
score a beat against the Journal or Examiner and envious of Miller’s fame, read Miller’s
dispatches closely and critically, longing for the kind of misrepresentation that might
tempt an aging poet-romancer of shaky moral integrity and unbridled enthusiasm.®

The San Francisco Chronicle led the pack of snarlers against Miller: "No one ever
believes Joaquin except when he says he is thirsty." The truth was always too common-
place for a man of Miller’s temperament, "and he is the last man to entrust with
Klondike reporting to men whose wealth, savings, and lives might depend upon the
truth and justice of his statements." Miller’s "Pullman car" stories of the Chilkoot and
White passes had already caused misery to "stranded men at Dyea and Skagway" as
have his misstatements on travel cost to Dawson."

Miller’s literary style had curious, fetching aspects. He described Dyea’s location
in a "long, low marsh, lying between snow-covered walls of granite, graced by scattered
trees no larger than an arm and a leg, and almost half of them are dead and dying."
The dismal scene might have depressed less ebullient travelers but Miller found it
"grand, grand, sublimely grand, and the air is sweet, healthful, and invigorating as wine.
The heaven’s breath smells wooingly here. You never saw snow so white anywhere as
here." What he specifically admired was the absence of the dust of California or
Colorado and a snow cover free of the litter left by large trees. "One constantly thinks
of the transfiguration all along this land of whiteness and blue; white clouds, white
snow, blue seas, and blue skies. Heavens! Had I but years to live here and lay my
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hand upon this color, this fearful and wonderful garment of the most high God!" .
Readers of Miller’s effusion could not fail to gain favorable impressions of marshy Dyea
and the writer’s Christian reverence."
It is not true, as newspaper rivals accused, that Miller made light of crossing the
Chilkoot Pass. He admitted climbing without the burden of a pack and finding the pass
less formidable than it looked and even less difficult than other had represented it, "but,
mark you, it is a man’s and a big strong man’s honest work and takes strength of body
and nerve of soul." In other respects his supercharged prose paints true, impression-
able pictures as with a depiction of the crowded, burdened unending line that is as
expressive as the famed E. A. Hegg Photographs of the scene:

The brave men climbing and climbing with their packs, pike in hands holding on
with one hand . . . [carrying] sixty pounds, seventy-five, one hundred, and in one
case a giant French courier with two hundred pounds . . . All the pictures that
have been painted . . . of Napoleon and his men climbing the Alps are but child-
ish playthings in comparison. We raised a shout and up the line it ran, the long,
steep, and tortuous lines that reached from a bluff about us on and over and up
till it ost itself in the clouds.”

When Miller reached Dawson and reported that the diggings would produce 200
tons of gold--an incredible forecast--he was only quoting Pat Galvin, a former Helena,
Montana, newsman who had struck it rich. Galvin, a genuine high-roller, expressed his .
fervent belief in the Klondike’s future by establishing a trading transportation company
to compete with the Alaska Commercial Company and North American Transportation
and Trading Company. Before long his extravagance and ineptitude cleaned him out.
In quoting Galvin and believing him Miller did no wrong, and who could blame a poet
for concluding his story by calling on the Queen of Sheba and deriding the harbingers
of doom: "No, there will be no starvation. The men who doubt that supplies will get
here, where gold is waiting by the ton, miscalculated American energy. As for the gold
here, I can only say as the Queen of Sheba said to Solomon, ‘Behold, the half was not
told me.™

Miller’s report on travel time and cost, however, was justifiably attacked by his
critics. His first dispatch from Dawson reported his arrival after only 23 days from San
Francisco (20 from Seattle), as if such a speedy transit were normal. Talking with other
travelers en route must have made him aware that his pace had been unusual. Worse
yet he argued that "the trip can be made for less that $100, and can be made alone."
Perhaps someone might somehow contrive to travel for $100 but the costs were gener-
ally very much higher--and stampeders did need 1,000-2,000 pounds of provisions and
gear that was expensive to buy and transport. In short, Miller projected his own experi-
ence in light travel without encumbrances as a standard for others lacking the support
that had been provided him. It is hardly likely, however, that his misleading report
“caused misery" to other rushers as newspaper critics charged. Any reader of reason- .
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able intelligence could distinguish between his own needs and situation and those of the
journalist.

In October, Miller moved downriver to Circle and staked a few claims. He and
E.O. Livernash, another Examiner journalist, shared a cabin. Years later, as a congress-
man from California, Livernash recalled the most memorable incident of a dull winter.
It seems that Livernash had punched hole in a tin cup to make a coffee strainer.
Miller, without noticing the mutilation, used the cup for a hoarded last drink of whis-
key, saluting a female visitor with a poetic toast and lecherous intent while holding the
cup aloft in tribute. When, weary of poetry, he tried to drink, his awful disappointment
turned the cabin blue with curses. Livernash, in telling the story to an appreciative
President Teddy Roosevelt, presented Miller as a buffoon, as did most of Miller’s
acquaintances. It was the price Miller paid for his chronic disregard for truth and
modesty. Remarkably, Miller never retaliated in kind. He always spoke well of every-
one, perhaps figuring this a fair return for the ego loss and discomfort that might
attend his companionship.

But another more heroic side to Miller’s behavior surfaced at Circle when word
reached him that men caught by a blizzard on the Dawson-Circle trail were starving.
Resolving to rescue them and provide a thrilling story for his editors, the 60-year-old
adventurer and H.E. Canavan, an even older man, started off with some grub packed
on a hand sled. Old-timers could not convince Miller an expedition of more than 200
miles in extreme winter conditions would be a folly even for experienced northern
travelers. The men made 80 miles before holing up in a blizzard at the Charley River.
Eventually they were rescued and taken to Dawson, suffering badly from frostbite after
35 days on the trail. Weeks of hospitalization and the loss of two toes followed for
Miller. His foolhardy mission had not given him any good news stories, although it
provided good copy for his detractors, particularly Edwin Tappan Adney’s savage
derision in Harper’s Weekly.

Miller had left Dawson in June ’98 and was at his palatial spread on the Heights
near Oakland when reporters thoughtfully presented him with Adney’s story in the July
9, 1898, Harper’s Weekly and invited comment. Since Adney had carelessly averred that
Miller, destitute in Dawson, had depended on miners’ charity, the poet asked reporters
to weigh his $6,000 commission plus expenses from the Journal and Examiner and the
value of his 70-acre estate against Adney’s canards. Avoiding mention of his disastrous
Circle-Dawson journey, Miller threatened a $100,000 libel suit against Harper’s. In
December he started a vaudeville tour in Chicago, splendidly attired in his Klondike
outfit of buckskin coat with gold nugget buttons, furry pants, and sealskin boots. His
"five-a-day" lectures on the Klondike were hard work and not too successful, but it gave
him a chance to deny having lured people north with inaccurate reporting. After some
weeks, fearing that vaudeville would cheapen his reputation as a poet, Miller quit the
circuit without any protest from the Keith Vaudeville Company management.

The "Poet of the Sierras" never became established as the poet of the Yukon,
although some lines have survived, notably his commemorization of the Chilkoot:
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Have you, too, banged at Chilkoot,
That rock-lined gate to the golden door.

Miller, a celebrity himself, drew attention to his own exploits and impressions.
But he was only one colorful individual among an army of newsmen and miners who
contributed to the heavy newspaper coverage. Most of the other were more serious-
minded and less flamboyant than Miller.

John J. Healy

In highlighting a few Dawson "characters" it does not do to focus exclusively on
the high-livers. Some more serious businessmen were just as interesting. The place of
John J. Healy in Alaska’s mining history is significant. Healy, a tough little Irishman
well into his middle years when he moved from Montana to Juneau in 1886, was al-
ready a frontier legend. After youthful U.S. Army service in the Utah campaign, he
had been one of the discoverers of the Oro Fino gold fields in Idaho. Subsequently, he
moved to Fort Benton and took up trading with Indians for buffalo robes. After
American authorities curtailed the traders’ whiskey traffic, Healy moved across the
border into Alberta, then a lawless region rich in buffalo. Healy and a partner built
Fort Whoop-Up, the most famous of the whiskey posts that spring up in the region.
Healy flourished until the Canadian authorities asserted control by sending the North-
west Mounted Police to establish posts in the province.

Healy returned to Fort Benton in the late 1870s, where his exploits as an army
scout during the major Indian campaigns brought him local fame but little money.
After hote]l management and newspaper work he served as sheriff for Fort Benton and
the huge county for which it was the seat of government. As sheriff Healy continued to
be famous for his fearlessness. He kept order among an unruly populace without
gunplay over two terms of office. Back in private life Healy reviewed his rather glum
economic prospects, heard reports of great potential in Alaska, and set out to try his
luck.

After acquiring a schooner and conveying prospectors around the watery maze of
southeast Alaska, including Glacier Bay, Healy became a trader at Dyea. For a time
he also doubled as a deputy U.S. marshal. As a reformed whiskey trader, he was the
nemesis of other whites who traded booze or molasses and other hootch ingredients to
Indians. His reform seemed to have been genuine although those he charged with the
nefarious trade charged him with the same thing.'

Of all the men who speculated on the future prosperity of Alaska, Healy was the
most far-seeing and successful in attracting investments. His ability to convince Portus
B. Weare and members of the Cudahy meat packing family of Chicago that Alaska
would boom led to the formation of the North American Transportation and Trading
Company. The new company’s presence on the Yukon River was a great spur to
Klondike developments.™
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By moving the base to St. Michael in 1892, then Fortymile in 1893 Healy left
opportunities for other entrepreneurs. Jack Dalton, conspicuous among the other
independent traders and commercial venturers for daring and initiative, cast his lot with
the Lynn Canal entry route into the interior in 1893-94 when he established Dalton
Post in Yukon Territory and commenced work on his Chilkat Pass Trail to the coast.

Dalton, like Healy, was a formidable, determined man. A conflict between the
two traders--had one occurred--would have matched characters of comparable strength,
while a combination might have sparked some lively enterprises. Each, however, found
backers elsewhere for their schemes--Healy in Chicago and Dalton in Juneau from John
Maloney and others. The two tough individuals must have had some meetings, but no
records exist showing any commercial or personal dealings.

Aside from trade interests the men had a shared experience as deputy marshals at
Chilkat. Healy resigned the post in 1891 and Dalton was the officer in 1892-93. While
Dalton was deputy he got into serious trouble. A brawl with a cannery storekeeper,
who had been inciting Indians against Dalton’s scheme of establishing an interior
trading post, ended with Dalton’s shooting the storekeeper. Dalton was acquitted of
murder in Juneau, but angry citizens ordered him out of town and the prosecutor
complained that defense attorney John Maloney had bribed jurors. Dalton recovered
from this near-disaster to play major roles in many other important events in Alaska,
inciuding the gold rush and railroad surveys.'

Circle City

The literature sometimes gives the impression that Circle City died after January
1897 when Arthur Walden mushed in to confirm rumors of a great gold strike on the
Klondike. It was true that most of Circle’s population left, but some remained and as
miners’ expectations for Klondike gold faded, the old Yukon camp eventually took on
fresh life.

Letters of Nora Crane, the lively wife of John Crane, who was with the North
American Transportation and Trading Company and served as U.S. commissioner, fill in
part of the Circle story. The Cranes, who married in Chicago months before moving to
Alaska, reached Circle in July 1897.

Circle did not impress Nora favorably. She was feeling sick and ardently wished
she had not come north: "It means a good deal to get sick here with no doctor within
500 miles and no good when you find him." About 25 people lived in town yet she
counted about "300 log houses put down every which way on the bank of the Yukon
River without any regard to streets . . . Some of them are quite nice but so lonesome
now. There is a layer of about a foot of tin cans over the whole place and then for
diversement those measly dogs." Good things included huckleberries, fresh moose
meat, fresh lettuce "and salmon--lovely big fish steaks, nicer fish than we ever got at
home. Everything else is canned, and the very best at that." The Cranes lived in the
North American Transportation and Trading Company house, an eight-room log struc-
ture rich with carpets, lace curtains, and good furnishings."*
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In August the Cranes voyaged upriver to take a look at Dawson. "It is a wilder-
ness of tents,” Nora said, "bogs over your rubber tops and log houses, saloons and
dance houses until you can’t rest." Saloon gambling occupied many men but "this
company’s store is about as good as a gambling house. They average about $8,000 a
day." On the whole Nora was not charmed by most of the men she met: "Some of
these miners are perfect animals . . . I think men as a whole are as near P.B. Armor’s
chief product [hogs] as they get. If you don’t believe it just live around a few hundred
who have been away from civilization and women for awhile."'®

She observed signs of gentility among the hustling crowd.

This place is full of nice people; ex-ministers to Austria; would-be actors;
ministers’ sons; and disowned bankers’ relations; to say nothing of the no-
bodies who are nice, working side by side, hustling logs, running saw mills,
and digging in the mines. From the most disreputable, worst dressed one in
the pot you can hear English that would sound well in Chaunchey Depew’s
mouth--such are the fortunes of a mining town."”

Back in Circle, Nora got settled in more comfortably in another house but could
not establish social contacts: "this is an odd, gossipy place. You would think people
here might be different but it is all the same--nothing of a social nature since I came.
All the men go prospecting and even the one preacher is down on the Tanana trading
and playing poker with the Indians, beating them out of their skins."®

Nora’s comments on some women were not too kindly either. She deplored the
boss’ wife, Mrs. John Healy, as a drunken "bowery tough." And she was delighted when
the steamboat carrying missionaries Sheldon Jackson and Mrs. S.L. Beiler got stuck on
a sandbar below Circle for 26 days. "Their interest in deprived and ignorant Indians
consisted so noticeably of souvenir collecting, gold nuggets, and a pleasant summer
outing."19

By Christmas Nora was in a much better frame of mind. She no longer had to
share a house with several hard drinking North American Transportation and Trading
Company people, and her own polite local society had formed. Sam Dunham, the U.S.
Department of Labor official and poet, came for dinner as did Capt. Patrick Ray of the
U.S. Army, and a party for 40 children was a great success. Circle’s cultured folks even
opened up one of the abandoned "opera houses" for a musical evening, although dis-
putes over program planning evoked animosity. Her health had improved and she was
contented and charmed by the colorful effects of the winter sun: "It was the most
glorious, gorgeous yellow I ever saw in my life, but not strong enough to cast a
shadow." At night she saw "millions of stars . . . the performances of the sun, moon,
and stars are a never ending source of delight and wonder."®

Nora still did not care much for the miners, particularly as a miners meeting had
defied the legal majesty of U.S. Commissioner John Crane and released a man from
jail. This incident further disrupted the sociable mood of the holiday season which had
been showing signs of overheated jealousy and passion. Nora had innocently protested
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the choice of a tall, thin man as Santa Claus for the Christmas party--and was
"promptly blacklisted . . . and I am left to wonder why the Good Lord saw fit to make
such length of leg and so little brain in some men." She resolved to lock her back door
" and sit at the front with a Gatling Gun because the scenery is absolutely the ONLY
subject upon which you may converse and not hurt someone’s feelings." But the
Christmas party was enjoyed by all. Then there was a dance that went on until 4 a.m.,
a pleasant affair, until "one man pulled a knife, then a gun came out," and Nora’s
husband had to settle down the combatants. "Oh! This is a lovely place."®

By July Nora was an old Alaska hand and cheered by John’s promotion to mana-
ger of the Circle store. A visit from poet Joaquin Miller had amused her. "He stood
and looked at me as if I were made of pure gold and of all the compliments and said
he would send me a box of his own books. Invited me to come and stay a month at
his ranch in California when I came out. Kissed my hand in parting and bowed before
me as if I were a princess."?

Winter 1898-99 passed pleasantly enough at Circle. Keeping the peace was no
longer a problem as U.S. deputy marshal Frank Canton was on duty. Unruly miners
sensed that Canton, a veteran southwestern lawman, was too dangerous to trifle with.
All was serene at the holiday parties and dances. A man was held up and shot on the
trail, but the culprit was jailed by Canton.

Nora enjoyed reading the Yukon Press newspaper when the editorial office was
moved to Circle in spring 1899--although she was none too complimentary: "It is a
foolish little paper but affords considerable amusement on account of the amount of
mistakes it makes. The people here have dubbed it the "Yukon Blunderer." For all
the improved social decorum of the town it still remained too rough for Nora. "It is
quite the fashion to wear a black eye for men and women." The big problem was all
too obvious: too many people drank too much and most of the disturbances were
connected with liquor abuse.®

Circle’s best chronicler from 1897-99 left the scene in September 1899. Like
many others the Cranes were swept along on the flood of the Nome stampede. John
Healy moved John Crane to St. Michael and then, in 1900, to Nome where they re-
mained for a couple of years.

Life at Rampart

Other Yukon towns, most notably, Rampart, had residents whose surviving letters
provide some illumination on life in the interior. Hunter Fitzhugh, a literate young
fellow of 28 when he left Kentucky, tried his fortune downriver from Circle and Eagle
at Rampart. The first snowfall in October delighted him: "It is a joy to be alone now."
On mining prospects he benefited from advice given him by John Minook, the Indian
who made Rampart’s first gold strike. "Minook’s word is as good as gold in this coun-
try," Fitzhugh told his father before setting off with two other men to locate claims on
Big Manook Creek.*
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The young man spent most of the winter in town and looked forward to the
Yukon River’s breakup: "At any moment it is likely to begin its 2,800 mile march to
the sea, with its burden of dead dogs, which died of eating dried salmon whose bones
punctured their tum-tums.” Besides dogs the ice would carry down all sizes of tin cans
and abandoned "labor-saving equipment" which did not measure up to manufacturers’
claims, and "long lines of fearfully and wonderfully made clothing, gotten up by some
one born and raised in Australia, who has read somebody’s "Life in the Frozen North."*

Fitzhugh was an engineer so he made good wages for awhile ($15 daily) surveying
a trail from Rampart to Eureka Creek, 27 miles away. He noted that former
Washington state governor John McGraw was enjoying a prosperous cleanup from his
claims and others as well. He did not think future prospects were very bright but
resolved "to stay another year as much as I dread staying away from home so long."

Everyone on the Yukon from 1898-1900 debated at some point whether they
should dash for Nome. Fitzhugh resisted. He was not sure in July 1899 that reports
were accurate: "We begin to hear very discouraging reports from there already. It is
the most desolate country in the world; not a stick of timber as big as a broom stick for
miles . . . this [Rampart] is the best part of Alaska." But, he noted, two-thirds of
Rampart’s people had left for Nome or the outside. "I am glad,” he said, "as that gives
me a better chance next winter."*

Fitzhugh and his partner built a cabin on Hoosier Creek and mined during the
1899-1900 winter. Meanwhile, his fiancee back home married someone else. He was
mad--but not too mad. "I find her ‘not Guilty,” he wrote his mother, "I didn’t write as
warmly as she thought I ought, and I was always telling her that I would probably have
to stay in here several years. She should not have been so ‘suddent,” and that’s all."¥

Work went on over the winter. Water flooded his shaft and he had to scramble
out in a hurry. After the water froze the miners had to pick through it before digging
towards bedrock. Occasionally, they had visitors. Fitzhugh, a devout Episcopalan,
entertained the Rev. Jules Prevost and his lay reader, E.J. Knapp, on occasion and once
had the fun of traveling to town for a minstrel show. John Minook also visited. He
was half-Russian "and is very entertaining and tells splendid stories of the Russian days
in Alaska, and of the first steamboat on the Yukon." But mostly Fitzhugh’s days in-
volved work and it was unpleasant when he was at odds with George Preston, his
partner: "Preston and I don’t get along as well as two little doves. He knows it all and
so do I. And then the work on this claim seems to be a blank anyhow.”" What was
actually frustrating to the partners were reports of success in nearby claims while they
found nothing.*®

That Christmas, Fitzhugh did not feel his usual ebullience. Cold winds discom-
forted him as he took his turn at ground level handling up buckets of gravel by wind-
lass. Now he was 30 years old and "getting tired of this working for nothing, and will
look out for something more profitable when I go to town." Days were all too short--
"only five hours of so-called daylight now, and it is rather gloomy. The thermometer
registered 50 below . . . Our holes were pretty well frozen up today so we couldn’t do
much in them . . . Christmas Eve, but it doesn’t seem like it."®
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The winter’s work was for nothing. Water continued to seep into their shaft and,
for all their labors, they could not penetrate to bedrock and had to abandon the mine.

During summer 1900, Fitzhugh prospected, built a cabin, and dried salmon. He
planned to spend the winter mining on his new claims on Slate Creek. Visiting
Rampart he put on a white collar for the first time since leaving Seattle in 98 for a
dance and whist party. All the men in town were excited about a pretty Miss Gonott, a
new arrival. Fitzhugh liked her looks too. "I am a great society man, but we fellows
on the gulches have to dig, and hoist, and pan, and chop, and cook, and sew, and toil,
and moil, and sweat and swear all winter while the fellows in town rush the girls and
wear soft shoes and don’t get their noses frozen, so they look nice."®

Rampart had recently gained an amenity--a weekly newspaper. "The Editor,"
Fitzhugh heard, "has had two fight already for being too fearless (?) and too unsparing
in the use of the mighty power of the press." Other new reading came his way includ-
ing a new novel, Son of Wolf, by Jack London, which he considered an excellent de-
scription of Yukon life. These comments on journalism and literature were among
Fitzhugh’s last words to his family in Lexington, Kentucky. His end came suddenly
when caught by avalanche. His death reminds us that, for all his denial of dangers in
letters home, the miner’s life was riskier than that of most of his contemporaries out-
side.

The boys at Rampart missed Fitzhugh, an amiable fellow always ready to help out
others. But life went on, and the community reached an important decision at a miners
meeting. Time of day was the issue. Winter was coming and it was useful to maintain
a standard by which everyone could set his clocks. Businessmen agreed that Doc
Danforth’s watch "is a good regulator of time" and should be the standard. "If the boys
say so," Doc told the newspaper editor, "I'll do the best I can." As Doc moved around
town others could hail him for the correct time. Men who loafed in saloons during the
winter probably did not care what their watches said--if they had them--but serious
folks, especially churchgoers, wanted to know. "Now we can make church--all at one
time," crowed the editor.®

Eagle

Eagle was another of the important upper Yukon towns. The community’s history
differed from that of Circle and Rampart in that it developed after the Kiondike stam-
pede. Eagle owed its existence to the gold stampedes, even though it did not have a
rush of its own. It was the town’s proximity to the Canadian border that determined its
foundation and survival.

Among the pioneers of Eagle was miner and lawyer, J.L. Waller. Waller crossed
the Chilkoot in August 1897 and wintered over 1897-98 at Dawson, working for $1 an
hour wages on number 33 Eldorado. It was not easy for him and he suffered from
homesickness. "If home today, " he wrote his wife in February, "I'd be enjoying my
bacon and beans with greater zest." Mail service was an uncertain matter. He had
sent letters out in the fall with Jack Dalton, "a bang-up pioneer," but feared their loss



96 Golden Places

after Dalton’s death was reported. Dalton had, in fact, been assaulted by an Indian but
was not seriously injured. Waller sent his February letter out with another celebrated
stampeder, W.D. Woods of Seattle, the mayor who resigned his office to form a trans-
portation and mining company when the first Klondike gold arrived.®

Waller had some claims but sold them in March, "because I don’t trust Canadian
law,” and because they did not appear too promising. Many American miners moved
downriver to Fortymile, Eagle, or Circle when their expectations were not fulfilled in
the Klondike. Waller settled in Eagle and opened a law practice. In October he won
the first case ever brought before a miners meeting at Eagle. The North American
Transportation and Trading Company was required to return building materials and
other items to Waller’s client. He also won election as president of the Eagle City
Lyceum, a literary club.

Waller kept active in mining claims he held on American Creek and was on hand
when the U.S. Army started building Fort Egbert. The army’s presence stimulated the
town’s growth briefly as did the establishment of Judge James Wickersham’s court in
1900. Lawyers flocked to Eagle as the interior’s first federal district court opened.
"There are 150 lawyers in town," Waller noted ruefully, "and business for 10."

Catholic and Presbyterian churches were founded in summer 1899 as Fr. Francis
P. Monroe and the Rev. James W. Kirk moved to town. Population dropped to 100
over the winter and even lower as miners joined the exodus to Nome in the spring.
Eagle revived when the court was established there in September 1900. And, thanks ,
largely to Fort Egbert, the community survived after Judge Wickersham moved the .
court to Fairbanks in 1903, although its population remained small.

Capt. Charles Farnsworth moved upriver from Fort Gibbon (Tanana) to supervise
telegraph construction in 1900. He encouraged cultural activities in town and sponsored
twice-monthly dances on the post. Although he got along with Judge Wickersham and
others in town, he did not admire miners--"a gambling, incompetent lot of men,"” even if
he recognized their strong work ethic: "I have never seen men or animals work so hard
as the men work up here for a bare living on bacon, beans and coffee . . . men are
slaving their lives out all over this wilderness prospecting."*

Like most other government officials in Alaska the captain considered the gold
craze exaggerated, wasteful, and unlikely to benefit those involved in it:

This is a desolate country and I would advise a man to keep out of it. There are
just as many chances to make money in Pennsylvania as there are here and there
is not half the hardship or risk attending it. I have not yet seen a man who has
gotten rich digging gold. There is gold in the country but it is only about one
man in five thousand who finds it and it is not because the other 4,999 are lazy or
fools either. The other day, in dipping a bucket of water out of the river in front
of our house, we found a speck of gold in the bucket. It is any easy thing to find
gold here, but it is another thing to find it in paying quantities.*
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Conclusion

Other aspects of Yukon town life are treated elsewhere in this study. A more
comprehensive social history of the Yukon has been written by regional historian
Melody Webb of the National Park Service’s Southwest Regional Office. Any con-
sideration of Yukon life during the mining boom should note that town life was neither
static nor conventional. Populations shifted swiftly with news of new gold discoveries
and even with the opening of the river to navigation each spring. Though mining towns
on other western frontiers were also characteristically unstable, the movement on the
Yukon each season exceeded the usuval norm. The northern mining frontier could well
be termed "the restless frontier."
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Chapter 6
Frontier Legends

Gold-rush legends include several distinct categories. Of leading interest to gold-
era participants were rumors and fakeries which became established as truth and which
acted as lures to action.

Lost Mine

As mysterious gold mine maps and lost mine stories had been common on every
western mining frontier, an earlier appearance of an Alaska lost mine legend is not
surprising.

The Lost Rocker mine of southeast Alaska met all the requirements described as
characteristic by historian Robert DeArmond: "general overall vagueness as to both
time and place; contradicting details in the many tellings of the story, both verbally and
in print; and, above all, the complete unfindablity of the lost gold deposit."

Where was it? Well, finding it was the problem posed to prospectors. It was
bothersome except to those who insisted that the Lost Rocker was the very same
deposit that Richard Harris and Joseph Juneau discovered in 1880 and which led to the
development of Juneau. The earliest publication of the story, dating from 1888, gave
the same general details offered in later published versions. In 1867, 1874, or some
other time Fred Culver and another man or two were prospecting the mainland shore
north of the Stikine River, using either a rowboat or a canoe for transport. They went
ashore each time they noted a stream and panned for color. At one stream they
ascended to its source and made the wonderful find of bunches of gold nuggets.
Quickly they constructed a crude rocker and mined furiously for two weeks with great
success. Unfortunately, Indians attacked, wounded Culver, and killed his partners.
Culver grabbed the sack of gold, dashed for the coast, and escaped the pursuing
Indians.

At sea the Hudson’s Bay Company steamer Otter encountered Culver’s drifting
boat and carried the almost lifeless man to Victoria. Culver revived, showed the $1,500
in gold that he had mined, and told his adventurous story. Later Culver and others
sailed north in the schooner Louisa Downes and searched the Taku Harbor vicinity for
the gold stream. They failed because 1) Culver recognized no landmarks and soon
died; 2) Culver held out on his party and, after revealing the location to Mike Powers,
he died.

It is not clear how much of the story has a basis in fact, but details were pervasive
enough to inspire a number of prospectors over the years. As late as 1903, Juneau
promoters formed the Lost Rocker Prospecting and Mining Company to search for the
gold stream. Occasionally it has been reported that prospectors located the elusive
stream, but such accounts have been as vague in geographic detail as the original story.
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Legends as Interpretations

Another form of legend bears more on the post-gold rush interpretation of events.
What did it mean to participants? Was the experience as later perceived different from
what it had been in reality?

Some participants and historians have promulgated the delightful or heroic adven-
ture legend. This notion is well expressed by historian Pierre Berton: "The Klondike
experience taught all these men that they were capable of a kind of achievement they
had never dreamed possible. It was this, perhaps, more than anything else, that set
them apart from their fellows. In the years that followed, they tended to run their lives
as if they had scaled a perpetual Chilkoot, secure in the knowledge that any obstacle,
real or imagined, can be conquered by a determined man."

Certainly some of the stampeders expressed just the sentiment Berton describes.
Fred Walker, an Englishman who was lured to the North in quest of adventure and
stopped only fleetingly in Alaska before moving on to other parts of the world, looked
back on his journey there as one of "the high spots" of a varied career. Another
favorable commentator, Johnny Walker, a veteran of the stampedes, had fond memories
of his early experiences: "I'm an old man now, but in those days of my youth I lived,
ate, and slept adventure. I made fortunes and spent them, lived like a prince, and like
an Indian."

Another man, Charles Angel, who after suffering severe hardship on the trail and
climax of a near disaster at sea, watched from shipboard the land of so many golden
dreams and shattered hopes recede, declared: "True, I had found no gold. But I was
no poorer than when [ arrived; I enjoyed the best of health; and surely no more soul-
satisfying adventures could have befallen me. No, I had no regrets.*

For those who shared their views, the Alaskan adventure was well summed up in
the verse of an anonymous poet:

A million dollar gold bond
Could never, never buy,

My memories of the Northland--
I'll keep them ’till I die.

I'll treasure them like a miser,
His hoard of gleaming gold--
My memories are my treasure,
And never may be sold.®

Berton took his positive adventure thesis a step further into unreality by arguing
that "in all the written memoirs there is scarcely one note of regret, except the general
report that it ended too soon." It would be more accurate to say that most published
narratives expressed a positive tone, although several stampeders like Arthur Dietz and
J.D. Winchester published gloomy conclusions. Dietz suffered plenty on a glacier
crossing and came near dying. He blamed the greed of merchants for printing wild,
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‘ exaggerated stories of golden wealth waiting for stampeders and bitterly regretted that
he had joined the rush. J.D. Winchester, who had known only frustration and illness in
the Koyukuk country, left eagerly without any memories he wished to cherish.

Publishers preferred narratives that expressed pleasant sentiments. Disappointed
individuals were less inclined to write and offer their memoirs for publication. Unpub-
lished diaries and narratives often reveal evidence of frustration.

Despite Berton’s exaggerations it is clear that the stampedes created an atmos-
phere that encouraged participants to be optimistic and to feel good about their quest.
Psychologically, as Adney observed, the northern promise came as a "New Year’s Eve
celebration of purge and promise as the worn out 19th century induiged a last binge."
The promise was a glittering one that enhanced prospects for the masses. For once the
"Robber Barons" would have some competition in the money-making game; little folks
would finally be able to gather wealth.®

Quitters

But we must test the Berton thesis further by investigating the men who did not
leave happy memoirs. It is easy to understand that there were troubled men wishing to
gamble who still felt undecided as they boarded a ship bound for the North. One
newspaper story (recounted in Chapter 3) described a dockside scene that was probably

‘ not singular. A.C. Bryan’s baggage was aboard Excelsior when he changed his mind.
Despite the festive mood and air of respect tinged with envy emanating from the vast
throng at the dock Bryan’s misgivings overwhelmed him. He had been the first pas-
senger to board so the recovery of his baggage from the hold pained the cargo
handlers, but he had them recovered and disembarked as the dockside crowd watched.
He did not give eager newsmen any reason for his change of plans.’

No one knows how many stampeders quit after confronting the travails of the
passes. Packing load after load was excruciating labor. J.A. Costello believed that
’49ers and other earlier argonauts knew no such labor: "They fought Indians, suffered
thirst and all that, but they never labored like the goldseekers are doing in this good
year of 1897." He respected those who pressed on, as he did, but did not deride the
quitters: "Many men are falling by the wayside. Many are turning back; many more will
not make it. Men without horses are selling outfits at Seattle prices and less. They will
drop back at home as if by night, and will have nothing to say more of the Klondike."

In evaluating the legends of the gold rush, meaningful statistics should be ex-
amined. Thousands of the stampeders did not reach Dawson or any other gold camp
before turning back. Most of those who did reach their destination did not succeed in
finding gold. Many left before the 1898-99 winter. Many more left after one winter.
Those who returned home with nothing to show for their expenditures and discomforts
were not likely to be in the most cheery state of mind. Did those whose wives made
sacrifices in support of a speculative mining venture boast of the wonderful adventure
they had enjoyed? Did those who remained in the north a second year without finding

‘ good prospects write home claiming that the adventure was worthwhile despite its
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costs? Not likely. Later, of course, men who had put their northern experiences well
behind them and had since earned money in other ways could adopt a sentimental
view. And this perhaps explains the legend of the happy adventure.

Many examples of disenchantment could be cited. Joe Houk’s unpublished letters
show plenty of reasons for discouragement. He made a tough passage of the White
Pass, lost his provisions to thieves, ran out of money paying tolls and customs, and
worked like a slave to reach Dawson June 30, 1898, three months and six days after
reaching Skagway. At Dawson he found that "the woods, mountains, and streets are
crowded. As to the gold there are a few claims which are good but out of the most of
them they got just about enough gold to pay expenses. Most of the people who came
are selling their outfits." Houk was ready to sell out and leave but stayed only because
selling his outfit would not give him any more money than his fare back. Might as well
stay to eat the provisions and buy a claim, he figured. So he bought a one-half interest
in a claim on Mosquito Creek.

Prospects for a fortune were hard. Houk heard of long-time prospectors who dug
to bedrock on a claim they had chosen "“scientifically,” finding nothing. When the
veterans heard about green horns striking gold where no one with sense would even
think of looking, they quit in disgust. By July 10, Houk had enough of the hard,
fruitless work and sold his provisions. He had reached a solemn conclusion: "This is
an awful country. Men sleep any where in the woods like so many wild beasts . . . It is
a great country to make the young old and the old dead."

Character Building

Another related legend focused on the character building aspects of the gold rush.
Many stampeders were willing to believe that the hard path to the Klondike necessarily
developed strength of character. Stronger folks emerged from the testing process. One
rusher, A.A. Hill, even resented the completion of the White Pass railroad in 1899
because travel by rail "gives neither education, experience, or character." Hill described
the difference in modes of travel from one year to the next almost like the change from
the age of romance to one of burlesque. "The struggle,” he argued, "brought out the
best in men as well as the worse. It tempered character as the forge tempers the finest
steel, or shattered it as if it were glass.""®

Hamlin Garland, who followed stampeders up the harsh Ashcroft Trail, differed
strongly from Hill. As he watched the travails of travelers and was sickened by the
sufferings of their pack animals he lost any kind feelings towards his companions. He
concluded that they did not represent heroic pioneers in any sense. They were not
even strong men but weaklings driven by an insane purpose--"mechanisms drawn by
some great magnet," victims of greed and foolishness."

Wilson Mizner, the famed bon vivant of Dawson and Nome, and a legend himself,
took strenuous issue with Jack London’s stories depicting the surpassing courage of
prospectors in overcoming obstacles. "The truth is,” Mizner argued, "that most of the
fellows up there were the worst sissies on earth. I was in court when 200 of them were
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robbed of their claims by a crooked judge and a set of thieving politicians. Did they
string up the judge as the ’49ers would have done? No. They just sat there crying in
their beards. Then they slunk back to their cabins and had to be treated with smelling
salts." Mizner, of course, was referring to the Spoiler’s plot in Nome that almost
succeeded in depriving rightful prospectors of their claims.*

Legendary individuals

Some consideration should be given the individuals who gained fame for their real
or imaginary exploits, those who became legends. Soapy Smith and Swiftwater Bill
Gates lead the field and were deserving of their notoriety. Others competed as best
they could and there were some spurious entries, particularly as time passed, like
"Klondike Kate” Rockwell and others.

Men and women who were raised to eminence as legends achieved it through
their own efforts or those of someone else. It was harder to be a celebrity earlier than
it has become in our age of advanced communication. It may seem unfortunate that
some lesser characters became better known than such leading actors as Jack Dalton
and John J. Healy, but some men did not relish notoriety.

The making of legends began in the North but intensified when the ship docked in
Seattle or San Francisco. A noticeable expectancy attended such dockings. The press
and the public shared in a legend-making conspiracy, greedy for good stories featuring
lavish spending and personal eccentricities. The whole world cheered when a miner
pursued a lovely girl with romantic intentions and the cheers grew louder if she proved
to be an unfeeling gold-digger. Who could blame writers for embellishing such stories--
or even inventing them?

Spending Habits

Were miners big spenders? Many accept the truth of this popular legend. To
give one example: Jimmie McNamee struck a Tacoma newsman as the stuff of legends
and his exploits were also exploited by papers in Chicago and elsewhere. Jimmie, "a
Klonkike millionaire," boarded a schooner at St. Michael for the voyage home and
quickly turned the head of young Lillie Anderson, a nursemaid to the captain’s wife and
baby. As Jimmie showered the bedazzled girl with gold nuggets and declarations of
love, second mate Gust Easterberg became furious. Gust loved Lillie too. After
Jimmie announced his engagement to Lillie, Gust tried to run the schooner onto the
rocks.

The dangerous voyage ended in Tacoma. Jimmie "engaged an army of dress-
makers and milliners to robe the girl . . . then loaded her with gold." Jimmie com-
manded three fine suits from a tailor and a watch and gold nugget chain from a
jeweler, then established himself in saloons where no one else was permitted to buy a
drink. Continuing a spending pattern Jimmie started on the steamboat from Circle to



106 Golden Places

St. Michael when he spent $9,000 on booze, he spent $1,000 daily in the Tacoma
saloon.”

After a flurry of newspaper notices, Jimmie disappeared from notice before
attaining elevation to the status of a personal legend. Though he did contribute to the
general legend of the free-spending miner, he was only a flash in the pan as a cele-
brated man.

During the gold rush many observers complained about the free spending. Jack
Carr, the mail carrier, told newsmen that the Dawson miners fell to the temptations
offered in the town’s saloons and dance halls with distressing frequency. Sporty fellows
paid one to five dollars for a dance and 75 cents a drink. "They have hardly enough to
purchase a supply of grub for the winter, and as a result of their drinking and dancing
live in a terrible condition,” Carr said. "They are on a spree for about half the time,
and on the other days in the week are too much played out to work."

Another San Francisco report made the same month indicated that returning
miners “are finding great difficulty in retaining what they have wrested from the frozen
placers." A number of Yukoners got together for a carouse in the tenderloin district
where whiskey seemed cheap at ten cents a glass. Prudent men who deposited their
pokes in the saloon safe were later told that the contents had been robbed. The next
day, nursing bad hangovers, they brawled over the question of guilt until police inter-
vened. Some parties figured that the five dollars for a bottle wine imbibed freely at a
convivial banquet clouded the miners’ memory of where they had left their pokes.™

Contradictory statements came from other parties, including a San Francisco
hotelier whose guests included 12 lucky Klondikers who lived most sedately. All they
want is peace from the hoard of information-seekers, he reported, "and a chance to
break-in their new clothes." Unlike the early California miners, his guests spend their
time reading and writing letters. "Why, all these men together,” claimed the hotel men,
"do not spend the money that one of the old-time miners could scatter around town
after a good clean-up." They may be "dazed" with their good fortune but "they are
holding on to their dust, and will, in the majority of cases, settle down to lives of quiet
ease."®

Charles E. Stillman, a Comstock veteran, returned from the Klondike in ’97 with
$18,000 and a very favorable opinion of norther miners. They are "another race of
men" from those who splurged in the "gilded palaces of Virginia City and lived in the
hot days of Bodie, Tombstone, Anaconda, and Creede." Stillman saw some drinking
and gambling at Circle and Dawson but nothing like the earlier camps. "Klondike
miners are not the typical, picturesque miners the world has been hearing about for
half a century." What made them restrained were the "awful hardships" that kept hard
cases out of the north and the hard work which induced them to hang on to their
money."

We do not have any comparative statistics on sprees but can conclude that,
regardless of the majority of lifestyles, the legend of the wastrel, bonanza-drunk miner
survived. It did not take too many newsworthy incidents of spending to keep a cher-
ished stereotype alive.
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Living Up to Expectation

More successful miners resembled W.M. Stanley than high fliers like Swiftwater
Bill Gates. Stanley, a Seattle bookseller burdened with gray hair, lameness, poverty,
seven children, and a wife, gambled desperately to chance the Klondike in 1897. He
struck it rich, more by accident of timing than through skill, although earlier he had
been a successful Rocky Mountain prospector. Seattle folks expected a man who
brought back $112,000 in gold, while retaining claim investments said to be worth
millions, to show some style. Stanley responded responsibly. As a good family man of
mature years he disdained saloons so discovered other means of securing approval as a
"Klondike King." "The old miner has been making things interesting for his family and
friends . . . spending money with a lavish hand," the Searrle Times noted with approval.
Stanley hired a hack for several hours daily, loaded in his splendidly dressed family and
drove up and down the streets. "They have attracted a good deal of attention in this
way, and nearly everyone recognized Mr. and Mrs. Stanley." With this daily showing of
the new silk dresses worn by wife and daughters and new furniture for the home,
Stanley met the demands of his advanced social standing in a quiet way.™

But Stanley, perhaps because of his bookselling experiences, also revealed literary
ambitions. His gratifying story must be told; misconceptions concerning the north and
inaccurate maps must be corrected. Although Stanley lacked confidence in his ability as
a writer, a way was found. J.M. Evans, a literary free-lancer would compose the epic
under the miner’s direction and arrange for publication. Among the interesting things
to be revealed Stanley gave priority to the northern climate. "Strangely enough, the
snow depths of up to two-and-a-half feet are formed in an unorthodox fashion: Its
precipitation can hardly be noticed. Snow comes down as frost never in flakes. Some-
times it almost seems to be coming up from the ground, and not coming down from the
sky." Health considerations were also important: "the coldest weather is the most
healthy. There is no disease peculiar to the country . . . One seldom has a headache
owing to the ordinary arrangement of the system."*®

A Little Bragging

Certain risks attend becoming a legend. All publicity seekers were likely to
encounter ridicule. Modest, sober men preferred anonymity and, of course, most
returning Klondikers found better use for their money than in boozing, gambling, and
squandering on showgirls. Arguably lavish spenders had more fun than the serious
fellows who invested in other mining properties, many of which swallowed up investor’s
wealth.

One Wyoming man, who may not have been telling the truth in a letter home,
nonetheless expressed a universal longing: "I am worth $75,000 and . . . I will start
back to buy the town. Some people will want to kiss me when I get back who wanted
to kick me when [ left." The record does not show that a Klondiker ever bought
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Casper, Wyoming, and other evidence indicates that this man was trying too hard to be
a legend: "You have heard of the golden calf," he wrote. "Well, I have something that
beats that; I have a golden dog. A dog of mine died and I used his hide as a sack for
my dust. I have him as full of gold as he was of meat. I sometimes lay my head on

his body and dream of what I will do with my ’dough’ when I get back to the States."®

Protests against lies disguised as legends surface sometimes. Writing in 1949 J.C.
Kline damned Mike Mahoney, who had made a career lecturing and reciting Robert
Service’s poems, for insisting that he had seen Dan McGrew shot, carried a piano over
the Chilkoot, and other exaggerations. "It is high time to defrost these self-styled Arctic
heroes." Poor Mahoney, who really was a hardy man on the Klondike trail, was embar-
rassed after a public recitation when a journalist read a letter from Robert Service.
Service affirmed that (the person of) Dan McGrew and incidents in the poem were
entirely fictitious. Merrill Denison, Mike’s biographer, explained how public pressure
forced Mike to describe his presence at the famous shooting. After telling the story for
years, he came to believe it, so it was painful when his debunker confronted him. But,
strangely enough, members of the audience jumped up to confirm that they, too, had
witnessed the shooting. Denison seemed to think that Mahoney’s backers, besotted
from too many recitation of "Dan McGrew" had themselves become true believers.

But, more likely, they only wished to spare Mahoney and themselves further
embarrassment.”’

Most of the legendary figures did not qualify as heroes. But, collectively, the
reputation of Canada’s Northwest Mounted Police soared from the earliest days of the
stampede. Canadians were proud of them and Americans, who formed the largest part
of Klondikers, contrasted the perils of Skagway’s rogues and Alaska’s unpoliced trails to
the stern orderliness maintained on the other side of the border.

There were, however, some dissenting voices. The Reverend Hall Young ex-
pressed respect "for that heroic body of men," yet insisted that the Yukon’s officers
"insolence and rank dishonesty, and disrespect for the rights of man" exceeded anything
experienced in the United States Hall specifically included police officials in his accusa-
tions. He condemned the laggard mail distribution system contrived by the Mounties to
exact bribes. For an ounce of gold, prompt attention was insured. When Hall offered
an officer $5 he was rewarded with letters. He believed that the patience of American
miners in avoiding a riot was a high tribute to their characters. Wilson Mizner would
read indefensive, craven weakness where Hall found strong character. Mizner and Hall
also differed on their interpretation of Nome’s travails under the McKenzie-Noyes ring
of Spoilers: "Their graft was promptly detected" and stolen gold was restored. In
Dawson, Land Commissioner Wade was removed for corruption, then returned a short
time later as crown attorney.?

Some American miners became more patriotic after departing Dawson for Circle.
Fortymile, Rampart and elsewhere, cursing the severity and/or corruption of Mounties
without documenting specific charges.

Clarence L. Andrews, deputy collector of customs at Skagway during the Klondike
stampede, made sport of the paranoia of the Canadian police. In 1901 he noted a
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“commotion among the NWMP. They think they have information that an armed force
has been organized in this place to capture the Klondike. They challenge every one
who approaches their posts." Some Americans were being restricted illegally, Andrews
believed.

Miners Meeting

Another leading legend of the pre-Klondike era emphasized the sterling qualities
of the pioneers and the effectiveness of the miners meeting as a democratic method of
keeping order. This sentiment among those who saw themselves as somewhat superior
to the vulgar hoards of Klondike stampeders is understandable and contains some truth.
Communities were small, Alaska did not then draw many drifters eager to prey on the
hard working and affluent.

Yet some pioneers viewed their neighbors with little indulgence. In 1891 John
Healy reported that a handful of Dyea white men called for the lynching of an Indian
who wounded another Indian while drunk on whiskey. Yet the whiskey had been
illicitly sold by the same whites who winked at a store robbery by one of their number.
Healy was no puritanical greenhorn. In Montana he had been a legendary whiskey
dealer, Indian fighter, sheriff, and entrepreneurial jack-of-all-trades--including mining,
townsite promotion, and newspaper publishing--thus giving weight to his appraisal: "I
have been many years in official harness, and have had some experience with criminals,
but I must say that this part of Alaska can furnish more petty, trifling criminals, and
shoddy men than any other portion of the U.S.--taking the population into considera-
tion."®

With this background it is not surprising that Healy was instrumental in calling the
Northwest Mounted Police to Fortymile and end the reign of the miners meeting. This
famous incident angered the American miners, but Healy was sick of law by miners
meeting.

Bishop William Bompass also petitioned Ottawa for the Mounties after concluding
that the town of Fortymile was within Canada even if most of the Fortymile River
diggings were on the Alaska side of the boundary.

Healy’s reason for writing to Ottawa in 1893 was, apparently, his anger over a
decision of the miners meeting against him. The case concerned a white girl who
worked for Healy’s wife and was of a convivial temperament. To punish her for
keeping late hours, Healy locked her out one night. She appealed to the miners who,
perhaps because they resented Healy and the no-credit policy of his North American
Trading and Transportation Company, ordered him to pay the girl a year’s wages and
her passage to the states.

Regardless of the motivation of Healy, the coming of Canadian authority and,
much later, American authority, was inevitable. Miner’s meetings worked well enough
at times, but unbridled praise of them by pioneers is a reflection of sentiment and
nostalgia.
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Conclusion

Legends of the gold rush retain an interest and a value in expressing what people
like best to remember of the events. Legends are also valuable because they come to
form a part of the literature. They become a segment of the cultural richness of the
past, one that sustains memories and supports and inspires other kinds of popular

literature.
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Chapter 7
Other Stampedes

All the wealth and excitement generated from the Klondike has mitigated against
an appreciation of more modestly rich districts developed in 98 or subsequently--and
even some of comparable wealth. If significant mineral production had not occurred
within Alaska, the territory’s historical development would have been very different and
certainly long delayed. Stampeders believed ardently that somewhere on the Yukon or
elsewhere an "American Klondike" would be unveiled. After all, it had been successful
mining on Alaska’s Yukon River and its tributaries that had sustained the search that
climaxed in Canada’s Klondike, and the prospecting possibilities within Alaska had not
been exhausted by 1897-98. As time proved, there were "American Klondikes" on the
Seward Peninsula, the Copper River, and in the Tanana Valley, areas of valuable
mineral resources that yielded enough to sustain large communities at Nome and
Fairbanks and kept the economic focus on mining for generations.

If the historical emphasis on the Klondike has tended to obscure the significance
of Nome, Fairbanks, and Kennicott, it is no wonder that Alaska districts with less
spectacular production are not well remembered. The production of gold and other
minerals in Southeast, Prince William Sound, Cook Inlet, the lower Yukon, the
Kuskokwim, Chistochina, Rampart, and Iditarod was significant enough to trigger
stampeders, sustain communities, and open trade and transportation throughout the
territory. Considering these advances, dispersed in time and place, gives a perspective
on the Klondike and all other mineral developments that defines their relationships and
continuity.

Continuity in mineral exploitation history can be reviewed on several levels. It can
be seen in the appearance of the same individuals at Circle, Dawson, the Porcupine,
Nome, Fairbanks, and Iditarod. Or it may be viewed through a consideration of par-
ticular aspects of industrial and social development and addressed by a number of
queries: How did technology vary from place to place? What conditions determined
diverse courses of community and political developments? Which Outside or Alaska
social forces or events influenced the industry over many decades? To what extent did
the mining industry’s needs determine advances and collapses in the transportation
network? How did mining financing vary? What role did the government perform at
various times? These and other considerations set the incidents of industrial history
within a larger context, giving a broader view of a movement that did not stop at
Dawson or Nome.

While a full review of these questions must be reserved for sections of this study
focusing on particular park regions the following brief summaries of other gold rushes
illustrate the continuity of the development.
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Southeast

In 1870 gold strikes were made at Sumdum and Windham Bay. These were
placer deposits that were later recognized as part of the Juneau Gold Belt that ex-
tended 100 miles along the coast from Windham Bay, 65 miles south of Juneau, to
Berners Bay, 60 miles north of Juneau.

Ten years later Joe Juneau and Richard Harris found placer gold at the mouth of
Gold Creek in Silver Bow Basin. The first Alaska gold stampede followed, and Juneau
developed as the territory’s important community with mining as the chief industrial
activity until World War IL

The first mines developed were placers. Later the huge deposits of lode above
Juneau were exploited by the Alaska-Juneau Mine, while the great Treadwell Mine was
developed on Douglas Island. Treadwell reached its peak in 1915 when its mills
crushed 5,000 tons of ore daily--ore that was valued at $2.50 per ton. One year later
Treadwell’s record was surpassed by the Alaska Gastineau (Perseverance) and Alaska-
Juneau mines. The Gastineau mill worked 12,000 tons of ore daily. In 1928 the
Alaska-Juneau mined 13,000 tons daily--and at a profit despite the low 80 cents per ton
value. For some years Juneau was recognized as the lode mining leader of the world.

Juneau tumbled from the top of the mining heap in three stages. Treadwell was
flooded after a cave-in of 1917. Only the Ready Bullion Mine continued work, but it
closed in 1922. The Alaska Gastineau, famed for the largest dam, longest tunnel, and
fastest tunneling in the world of mining, failed in 1921. The Alaska-Juneau shut down
in 1944 and is still closed, although there are prospects of a reopening. In all the three
mines produced $158 million in gold.!

Cook Inlet

Cook Inlet and adjacent regions attracted early prospectors because Russian
discoveries of gold there were known. In 1849 Peter Doroshin, a graduate of the
Imperial Mining School at St. Petersburg, was dispatched to the colony to investigate
Kenai River gold reported by a trader in 1834. Over a four-year period, Doroshin
searched for minerals without finding appreciable gold. He followed the Kenai River to
its sources and prospected the Russian River, where his crew mined for two seasons to
gain a couple ounces of gold. Other kinds of mineral development appeared more
promising.

Doroshin’s report on coal at Coal Bay resulted in the opening of a coal mine
there in 1855. Coal was mined for several years and interest in coal there and in
Kachemak Bay brought American prospectors into the region in 1886. Other
Americans in the 1880s and early *90s were more interested in gold. Joseph Cooper
reported gold on Cooper Creek in 1884, although he did not establish any claims.
Other men worked beach sands at Anchor Point and located at Resurrection Creek,
Bear Creek, and elsewhere. Many locations were made in the Hope-Sunrise area in
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1895, and in the next year several hundred prospectors stampeded to the region,
stimulated by the fabulous yield at Mills Creek in 1895---$40,000 in gold.

As the nation’s press carried reports of the strike many readers probably gave
their first consideration to Alaska and its opportunities. It would be some months later
that the news about the great Klondike strike would be circulated. The Cook Inlet
discovery appeared significant. The Review of Reviews reported that "Cook Inlet is now
the scene of a rush almost as great as that to the Yukon [a reference to the Circle
strike], owing to the results of last year’s work, which is said to have yielded in some
cases as much as $150 a day. It is estimated that some two thousand miners will
prospect there this year."

In several respects the Cook Inlet stampede was a lively precursor of the Klondike
rush of 1897-98. Its impact upon Seattle merchants and shipping firms was significant
in priming businessmen there for the quick start they got in ’97 in making their city the
"Gateway to the Klondike." Seattle newspapers of April 1896 reported that "no less
than fifteen vessels, big and little, with a passenger list of fully 1,000 men, and freight
and supplies in proportion, will have sailed from this port for the golden fields in the
north."™

The 1896 stampede to Turnagain Arm on the northern Kenai Peninsula was
described by Fred Moffit of the USGS: "Several thousand men, some state the number
as high as 3,000, are said to have landed at Tyonek en route for Turnagain Arm and
Susitna River, while a considerable number crossed by way of Portage Glacier from
Prince William Sound. This was the banner year on Canyon Creek, 327 men being
engaged in mining its gravels during the summer."

Moffit contrasted the experience of the earlier prospectors with the stampeders,
noting the wasteful results: "A majority of the men who first entered the field [1894-
95] . . . were experienced miners. Many of them had spent years in southeast Alaska
or the Yukon country and nearly all had mined in the placer fields of the west. On the
other hand, most of the late comers were inexperienced in any kind of mining and
many were scarcely able to take care of themselves. Thousands of dollars worth of
useless machinery and supplies are said to have been landed at Tyonok for transfer to
the arm, only to be abandoned or given away. Several expeditions spent months in
hauling cumbersome and unsuitable outfits through an unknown wilderness to localities
which none of their members had ever visited and possibly never had heard of till they
reached Alaska . . . It is doubtful if there is any other part of Alaska where time and
money have been wasted in a more enthusiastically ignorant manner or concerning
which stockholders in mining companies have been more utterly misled than some
places on the Kenai Peninsula.”

The Klondike stampede overflow produced another stampede in 1898, enough
men to keep the region lively and productive for some years. The Sunrise district
yielded $780,000 in gold from 1895-1900 and another $543,000 from 1901-1906. Subse-
quently, production dwindled. Most miners rushed to Iditarod in 1910, and the region’s
only store folded. Several efforts were made to introduce dredge operations on the
Kenai River and hydraulic operations were carried on in several locations. But the
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returns in gold were not practical. Production on the Kenai Peninsula was only $37,500 .
in 1917 and dropped subsequently.®

Rampart

Rampart did not look like a permanent community to W.A. Ryan of the San
Francisco Chronicle, who visited in August and September ’97. It had improved from "a
more staggering collection of tents, with a doorless, windowless company store” with 30
residents to reach a population of 500 within a month. Rapid growth was due to the
freeze-up of the Yukon, which stopped eager stampeders bound for Dawson. But new
gold strikes on Minook Creek, where the original strike had occurred in 1894, and on
Hunter and Hoosier creeks, kept some of the stranded miners in place and brought
more in '98 from the great Dawson overflow.”

The new town’s progress was steady and orderly. A town council governed
efficiency, thanks to the presence of such distinguished, respected men as former
Governor John McGraw and former Adjutant-General E.M. Carr of Washington state.
Ryan’s dour conclusions on Rampart’s future may have been influenced by seeing so
many abandoned claims and because his few hours work at mining yielded no signs of a
fortune. He also considered it suspicious that Dan Carolan, recorder of Hunter Creek,
would leave the discovery claim he shared on Minook Creek idle while gathering $2.50 .
recording fees plus $10 for guiding interested prospectors. Though Carolan figured that
the Minook gold would wait for him, Ryan assumed that his choice showed a lack of
confidence in Minook. Ryan also believed that miners showing nuggets from Minook
actually got them from the Klondike.

Despite Ryan’s negativism and the gloom caused by the death of a man named
Tucker on the trail, Rampart moved ahead. A.C. Butcher and Neal Sorenson opened a
restaurant, and the discovery claim on Minook was sold for $5,000. O.J. Tobin, D.F.
Baxter, and O.C. Johnson were wealthy San Francisco men who, among many others,
were willing to invest in claims. The largest camp between St. Michael and Dawson
thrived over the 1897-1898 winter and continued to prosper in the spring.

Rampart flourished for a number of years until the inevitable decline of the local
placers. Before the decline, the community boasted a newspaper and other cultural
amenities and numbered among its residents such distinguished men as writer Rex
Beach, saloon man Wyatt Earp, and deputy U.S. Marshal Frank Canton.

The Porcupine

The Porcupine district was developed as an incident to the Klondike stampede
and was reached by the Dalton Trail. It was 32 miles from Pyramid Harbor, Chilkat
Inlet, where the Dalton Trail commenced to the gold field on Porcupine Creek dis-
covered by S.W. Mix and his partners in October 1898. Some 50 miners staked claims,
but winter forced a delay until spring when about 1,000 stampeders headed for the .
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Porcupine. Reaching the new mining region was relatively easy, particularly as the Jack
Dalton Transportation Company was available to freight in goods. Dalton charged four
cents a pound on freight from the coast to the diggings.

Dalton laid out the townsite of Porcupine and built a store. Other entrepreneurs
established businesses, and the town’s population over the 1899-1903 era was about 200.
Things slowed down in 1903, and both the recorder and U.S. Commissioner offices
were abolished. The easily mined gold had been taken by 1903--an estimated $460,000,
and further development awaited investment in hydraulic mining. A flood in 1905
destroyed a large flume and closed mining for a couple of years until construction of a
Haines--Pleasant Camp road and other improvements encouraged further investment.
Mining continued until 1918 when another flood closed mines for several years.
Revivals in the late 1920s and ’30s were shortlived. Production from 1930-60 has been
very maodest, but the revival of steady small-scale production in the 1970s gave produc-
tion of 3,500 ounces up to 1988.®

When "Porcupine” was discovered the U.S. and Canadian governments were still
arguing over the location of the international boundary, and the confused miners staked
claims by both Canadian and U.S. law to cover their status. Rich copper deposits were
subsequently found at "Maid of Even" at the head of Tsirko River 20 miles to the
northwest. A trade of sorts was worked out in 1905 in which the Canadians got the
copper and the U.S. got the gold. This is the only instance in Alaska history of mineral
resources determining the location of an international boundary.

Nome

The discovery of gold on the Seward Peninsula in 1898 led to development of the
first Alaska mining district comparable to the Klondike. In 1899 a stampede of miners
who had been working and prospecting in the Kiondike or elsewhere in Alaska hit
Nome, followed by another wave in 1900 from the Outside. Nome’s geography deter-
mined the two-season nature of the stampedes. Yukon miners were able to reach the
new diggings by overland travel; stampeders from Outside, most of whom were not
tempted to risk winter travel via Lynn Canal and the Yukon River, had to wait for the
opening of the four-month navigational season of the Bering Sea. Thus, the 1899 rush
drew hopeful prospectors from Rampart, Dawson, Fortymile, Circle, and other northern
points, some 3,000 in all, while the 1900 seaborne stampede brought thousands more
from the outside and within Alaska.

No other northern gold rush community except for Dawson drew so many people
so fast. Unlike Dawson, where the Mounties were on hand to keep order, Nome’s
early days were characterized by a high crime incidence. The mining claim situation
was also chaotic because of the uncertainty of the law, the prevalence of power-of-
attorney filings, claim jumpings, and the subversion of the federal judiciary by Alexander
McKenzie and others.

Another unique aspect of Nome’s development was in the discovery of rich beach
sands in 1899. While modest amounts of gold had been found at Yakutat and Lituya
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Bay, the quantities in the Nome sands occupied hundreds of men who were able to
take $2 million in beach gold over a single season. The mining process could not have
been simpler. A miner only needed to set up a crude rocker and go to work. Neither
were legal niceties like staking and recording necessary. One held his "claim" as long as
he stood and worked it. After the 1899 season the beach sands were worked out, but
more conventional placer discoveries at various points on the peninsula continued to be
made.

The success of Nome as a permanent community was very significant for Alaska’s
future. Mining provided a stable, long-term economic base for the huge region of
northwest Alaska, where otherwise a non-native community might never have devel-
oped. Once Nome shook off its bad start and corrupt officials, social development
followed the pattern set in other mining communities. Progress in mining technology
also followed the established pattern as primitive thawing and digging methods even-
tually gave way to hydraulic and dredging operations. Even today, however, interest
remains in the promise of beach sands and the newest offshore mining technology has
been employed with successfull results near Nome.

Fairbanks

Trader E.T. Barnette, born in Ohio in 1863, had migrated to Montana in the
1880s, thence further west to Oregon where in 1886 he was convicted of theft by bailee
and served time in prison. In ’97 he stampeded to the Yukon, experienced some
fleeting success as a profiteering merchant during Circle’s post-Klondike prosperity, and
earned the disdain of miners. Before setting up in Circle he managed the North
American Transportation and Trading Company mines at Dawson under John J.
Healy’s supervision. Barnette remained in touch with Healy and acted on the older
man’s advice when he sought a new trading station. Go to Tanacross, urged Healy.
Tanacross or Tanana Crossing was the point on the Tanana River where the Valdez-
Eagle Trail reached the river. In 1900 there was not much doing in the area, but
Healy was planning a railroad and a Tanacross station would be important. The
railroad would end the remoteness of the Tanana region and spur gold prospecting and
probable revelation of rich fields.

Barnette followed Healy’s advice, announcing to Dawson newsmen his plan to
found another Chicago serving 50,000 square miles of the Tanana Valley with fine
agricultural and mineral prospects. In San Francisco he found a backer, bought $20,000
in trade goods, and in 1901 pushed up the Yukon and Tanana. The steamer Lavelle
Young would not reach Tanana because of low water so Barnette turned up the Chena,
a small tributary.®

It was Barnette’s good fortune that Felix Pedro and Tom Gilmore showed up to
patronize his store in 1901. Pedro, a veteran prospector who had outfitted in Circle for
his trek into the Tanana Country, gladdened Barnette’s heart by revealing his discovery
of promising gold signs. Chena boomed as the news was spread of Pedro’s discovery.
Several other towns rose in the region, including Fairbanks, where Barnette induced
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Judge James Wickersham to establish the district court in 1903, thus insuring the
dominance of the town.

Felix Pedro, it should be noted, was no tyro in northern prospecting. He had
worked at Caribou, British Columbia, in 1893, at Fortymile, and the Klondike before
prospecting on the Tanana. The Tanana prospered after stampedes in 1902 and 1904.
By 1904 Fairbanks boasted 387 log houses and 1,000 residents with another 1,000 living
along various creeks in the region.

The Tanana Valley mineral development was the most 51gn1f1cant one in Alaska’s
early history. The Tanana gold yield was sustained for decades and the location insured
permanent communities in the vast heartland drained by the Yukon River. Tanana’s
wealth also supported the long-term existence of a trail-road network commencing from
the coast at Valdez. Originally, the government trail from Valdez was run to Eagle on
the Yukon, but the Fairbanks stampede resulted in a diversion to the Tanana. Over
the 376-mile route, winter and summer trails were maintained and served by the stage
coaches of the Ed S. Orr Stage Company. Passengers paid $150 to ride to Fairbanks,
and a modest amount of freight was carried at 50 to 75 cents per pound. Depending
upon the season, horse or dog relay teams were placed at roadhouses along the way so
the journey could be made in nine days.

Yukon River transport remained important in serving Fairbanks. Passengers could
reach the new town is season from St. Michael or the upper Yukon and the boats
could handle large freight that was beyond the capacity of stage coaches.'

Fairbanks was Alaska’s most important gold district and ranked with the Klondike
(Fairbanks = 8.15 million ounces; Klondike = 9.96 million ounces). Gold development
there was instrumental in the location of the original University of Alaska campus, the
operation of the Alaska railroad, and additional prospecting and discoveries in other
areas of the territory. Concerning relative richness of placers, Nome indeed had rich
ground on the beaches and on Anvil Mountain, but nothing there was as rich as the
paystreak on Cleary Creek north of Fairbanks. To illustrate this, during the first five
years of drift mining on that creek alone, more than 1 million ounces of gold were
recovered--all by hand methods. This is more than all the gold mined historically in the
Circle area.

In 1906 Fairbanks District gold production of 435,000 ounces was 41 percent of all
the gold mined in Alaska. By 1909, the district’s production of 466,000 ounces was 47
percent of all the gold mined in Alaska. These trends continued. During the late 1940,
’50s, and early 1960s, Fairbanks production was generally accounting for 50 to 60
percent of all gold mined in Alaska--mainly from FE dredges.

Iditarod

In 1909-1910, there was a considerable stampede to a region that had not received
much attention from prospectors. Iditarod, located on a tributary of the Innoko River
which flows into the Yukon from the south, became a thriving boom town. Getting to
Iditarod was not easy. During the navigation season stampeders traveled from Valdez
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to Fairbanks over the trail, then by steamboat down the Tanana to the Yukon, thence
via the Innoko River to Iditarod. The other route, used chiefly in winter, was over a
trail that is perhaps more famous today than it was in 1910. The Iditarod Trail, scene
of an annual dog sled race that is much publicized today, extends from Seward to
Iditarod and on to Nome. The Seward-Iditarod stretch is 489 miles.

Flat, another community nine miles from Iditarod, was much closer to the mining
district. A narrow-gauge tramway connected the two communities, powered by mules
pulling wagons along the wooden rails. For a time the Iditarod area commanded lively
interest, but it did not take long to work out its shallow placers and the town’s swift
demise followed. From a peak population of 2,500 in 1910, Iditarod’s population
dropped to 500 in 1914, with another 300 in nearby Flat. In 1917 many of Iditarod’s
buildings were moved to Flat. Mining continued for a few more years, but in the 1920s
both Flat and Iditarod became ghost towns.

The Iditarod stampede has been described by historian Robert Spude as "the
epitome of a steamboat stampede.” There were other such stampedes in the north, but
Iditarod’s was the grandest. It was not just the steamboat race to the diggings after
winter’s inactivity that characterized the steamboat stampede. Active promotion of the
new camp by transportation companies was another aspect, as was the company promo-
ters’ plotting of new towns to serve as entry points for the mines. The timing of the
Iditarod discovery--Christmas Day, 1908--gave companies opportunities for planning.
Since the news did not reach downriver until summer, there was time for only a small
rush, mostly from Fairbanks, in 1909. With a larger rush anticipated for spring 1910,
promoters had time to stimulate excitement, gather boats, and sell space for passengers
and freight."

Ruby

Prospectors rushed to Ruby in 1911 and 1912. Gold had been discovered on
Long Creek not far from its mouth on the Yukon. Ruby, the only sizeable gold camp
ever developed on the lower Yukon, peaked with a population of 1,000. Like Iditarod,
Ruby supported two newspapers for a time, along with the usual commercial ventures.
Also, as with Iditarod, the gold placers were not comparable in yield to those sup-
porting Fairbanks and Nome. By 1918 Ruby was fading fast and soon went the way of
other short-lived mining towns."

Iditarod Trail

The Seward-Nome Trail, famed today as the Iditarod Trail because of annual dog-
sled races from Anchorage to Nome, was never a major long-distance route. It con-
sisted of a number of winter trails that had developed in the early prospecting days that
were linked in 1910. When the upper Innoko strike attracted miners from Cook Inlet
and elsewhere in 1906, a trail to tidewater appeared beneficial. In February 1908 the
Alaska Road Commission began a survey of a new trail from Seward to Nome. After a
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Christmas strike on Otter Creek by prospectors W.A. Dikeman and John Beaton, the
boom town of Iditarod developed. Over the winter of 1910 the Alaska Road Commis-
sion marked and cleared 1,000 miles of trail from Kern Creek, on the Alaska Northern
railroad 71 miles north of Seward, to Nome. Some portions of the trail were new and
some had been used by prospectors or natives earlier. The Seward-Knik section be-
came a mail and supply route until the railroad was extended, and the Knik-Kaltag
section was much used from 1910-20. Other portions of the wide winter trail network
were used as needed, then abandoned when conditions changed.™

Prince William Sound

Mining on Prince William Sound was highlighted by the development of major
copper deposits on Hinchinbrook and Latouche islands. Copper was discovered in 1897
on Landlocked Bay and on Virgin Bay on Hinchinbrook Island. The Virgin Bay de-
posit, known as the Ellamar Mine, was the second-greatest producer of the region to
the Bonanza mine on Latouche Island--which was aiso discovered in 1897. The first
copper ore was shipped to the Tacoma smelter in 1899-1900 with regular shipments
starting in 1904. Copper productions reached $5,000,000 from the shores of Prince
William Sound by 1910.

With the proximity of the Prince William Sound mines to ocean transport ore
could be shipped to the smelter at far less cost than that mined in the interior. Mining
continued until 1930 when the last mine on the sound closed. Fifteen companies had
shipped 214,000,000 pounds of copper over the operational years with the Beatson-
Kennecott Company at Latouche and the Ellamar Mining Company accounting for 96
percent of the total. The Ellamar Mine closed in 1919 and production of the low-grade
ores (five percent copper) dwindled for some years as copper prices were low. By the
time Beatson-Kennecott shut down its Latouche operation in 1930, the price was down
to 13 cents a pound.™

Livengood

Mike Hess reported gold in the Tolovana or Livengood area in 1892, but develop-
ment was deferred until 1914. The Livengood discovery, often described as the last
strike of the heroic era of mining (1880-1914), was made by Jay Livengood and N.R.
Hudson on Livengood Creek. A modest stampede followed and successful claimants
began work, relying primarily on drift techniques as bedrock deposits were up to 100
feet below the surface. Mines also developed on other creeks, including Olive, Ruth,
Amy, Gertrude, and Wilbur.

With the development of the bulldozer in the 1930s mechanized mining with dozer
and dragline replaced drift mining. Transportation costs were high as freight was
brought up the Tanana River to the Tolovana until the Fox-Livengood portion of the
Steese Highway was opened in 1936.
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Dredging began in 1941 after efforts began in 1930 by Clifford Smith in con- .
solidating claims led to the formation of Livengood Placers, a subsidiary of the Callahan
Mining Company. Prosperity did not follow the post-war startup of operations. To
recover its loan to Livengood Placers, the Reconstruction Finance Corporation sold the
dredge to another company in 1955. The dredge was moved to Hog River. Some
work was done in the 1960s and 70s with dozer and dragline. Management of the
company mining has changed several times in recent years.”

Kuskokwim

As early as 1881 prospectors were drawn to the Kuskokwim River by reports that
Russian traders had found gold and cinnabar deposits earlier in the century. George C.
King, who prospected near Kolmalkof in 1881, discovered only a small deposit of
cinnabar which was later mined by Reinholt Speare, an Alaska Commercial Company
agent. Speare’s shipment of ore to a California smelter, assayed at $11 of mercury per
ton--too little to warrant further efforts. Some prospecting was done in the 1880s and
’90s by George Langtry, Frank Densmore and others, but nothing was found to com-
pare with Fortymile, Circle, and Cook Inlet, which were exciting enough to draw stam-
peders in the pre-Klondike era.

With the overflow of stampeders to the Klondike, the Kuskokwim received more
attention. A rush from Nome in 1900, based on rumors concerning the legendary .
Yellow River, laid the legend to rest but did result in wide-ranging prospecting efforts.
Duncan McDonnell rediscovered the cinnabar deposit near Kolmakof and received high
value assay reports from 1901-04, but development did not follow. Other cinnabar
discoveries in 1905-06 near the mouth of the Holitna River also appeared favorable, but
only modest quantities were mined in 1906. It took the high mercury prices offered
during World War II to finally trigger large-scale mining.

There was a stampede to the headwaters of the Innoko River in 1907 following
discoveries on Gaines Creek. Some 1,000 men hurried in from Nome and Fairbanks to
stake along Ophir, Spruce, and other Innoko tributaries. A year later, Ophir Creek
discoveries caused another stampede, one that caused the establishment of stores and
transportation services along the Kuskokwim, Takotna, and Innoko rivers. With such
services, prospectors had advantages in outfitting and transport that had never existed
before and were able to prospect the region intensively.

Overall, all the gold production from the Kuskokwim did not place the region
among Alaska’s leaders. The McKinley district in the foothills of Mount McKinley near
the North Fork, on the Arolik River in Kuskokwim Bay, ranked 14th by 1930 with
$2,702,400, followed by Tuluksak-Aniak (number 27 with $680,000) and Goodnews Bay
(number 35 with $243,200). The total yield of some $3,650,000 by 1930, compared to
$80,000,000 for Fairbanks and $68,000,000 for Nome, indicates the Kuskokwim'’s posi-
tion. By 1960 the total gold production was 650,000 ounces, only 3.2 percent of all
placer gold produced in Alaska. Despite the Kuskokwim’s relative low ranking among .



Other Stampedes 123

Alaska’s gold regions, the industry had great local significance, providing a useful
economic base.

In the mining of mercury and platinum, the Kuskokwim holds a more commanding
place. By the 1930s some 3,000 ounces of platinum were taken from Goodnews Bay
region and with later dragline and dredge operations on the Salmon River, production
reached a half million ounces by 1960.

Mercury mining boomed during World War II. By 1943 production totalled 783
flasks, most of it from the Red Devil mine near Sleetmute. High production continued
through the 1960s, with a total production of 34,602 flasks by 1965, but most mines shut
down in the early 1970s. During the 1950s and early 1960s the Red Devil mine sup-
plied about 20 percent of U.S. mercury requirements. Total production of mercury in
Alaska through 1986 has been 40,950 flasks (76 pounds).'

Conclusions

A review of mining history in regions outside of the parks make it obvious that
the mining frontier was a single entity. At different times, particular areas commanded
attention. Some were regions of prolific and sustained gold production like the Seward
Peninsula and the Tanana Valley. Others, including places not noted here like Marshall
and Willow Creek, were far less significant. But all districts, large or small, contributed
to sustain an economy that depended largely upon mining for many decades.
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Chapter 8
Gold-rush Literature

According to mining historian Duane Smith, the mining frontier has not inspired
authors of fiction as have cattlemen and fur traders. Given the miserly treatment of
mining themes in fiction for the entire trans-Mississippi West, we cannot expect to
discover many literary treatments of Alaska-Yukon mining. The great triumvirate of
early 20th century writers, Jack London, Rex Beach, and Robert Service, of course did
found their careers with books focusing on northern mining. A few other writers, like
Sam Dunham, worked similar veins, but the flourishing period was short-lived.

Jack London

"I brought nothing back from the Klondike but my scurvy,” wrote Jack London of
his great northern adventure. Of course, this was not true. He had gold, the glittering
dust that had lured him from California, but he did not boast about it. It was not that
he was above bragging on occasion. But his portion of the fabulous wealth of the
Klondike amounted only to $4.50, so he was inclined to modesty.

Earlier Jack had reported more accurately on his gains. "I never realized a cent
from any property I had interest in up there,” he told a friend. "Still, I have been
managing to pan a living since on the strength of the trip."

Accounts differ on how Jack spent his time in the North. Some contemporaries
claimed that he spent more time telling his stories and listening to others in Dawson’s
saloons than digging the frozen ground. Whatever the truth, the results of his observa-
tions were later to be expressed in wonderful ways. Tens of thousands of men and
women shared London’s goldrush experience--and millions since participated vicariously
in their travails through his fiction.

Jack London landed at Dyea with thousands of other Klondike gold stampeders in
August 1987. The vibrant-looking, husky 21-year-old was new to prospecting, but he
had plenty of other adventures behind him as a seal poacher, hobo, oyster-bed raider,
jute mill hand, and cannery worker.

Aboard ship he had formed a party with a few other young men eager to pool
their resources and their labor for the work ahead. When the fellows hit the beach at
Dyea they knew just what to do. No hired packers for them! They had strong backs
and weak wallets.

As Jack and his companions packed along the Chilkoot Pass trail, he began to feel
good about his physical prowess. Again and again he had to relay loads of provisions
averaging 150 pounds and managed about 24 miles each day of the passage to the
summit and beyond to Lake Lindeman. This tough work took a couple of memorable
weeks.?

Along the way to the gold fields Jack rejoiced in participating in an event that
offered so many opportunities to view the behavior of others under stress. He noted
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illustrations of courage and fellowship and less admirable examples of cowardice and
greed. It was all grist to his mill. Some of his observations showed his good humor.
He could even praise the cunning of the fierce mosquitoes that were such a burden to
all travelers. A journal entry recorded behavior unknown to natural science:

Badly bitten under netting--couldn’t vouch for it but John watched them and
said they rushed the netting in a body, one gang holding up the edge while a
second gang crawled under. Charley swore that he has seen several of the
larger ones pull the mess apart and let a small one through. I have seen
them with their proboscis bent and twisted after an assault on a sheet iron
stove.?

One Yukon winter was enough for Jack. In summer 1898 he voyaged down the
Yukon through interior Alaska for St. Michael and the trip south. He had not money
enough for passage so worked as a fireman aboard ship.

Back in Oakland the young writer pondered his experiences. By 1899 the world
no longer hungered for news from the Klondike. Journalists had filed millions of words
with their editors to finally satiate the public’s curiosity. The papers still carried
Klondike and Alaska stories but not on the front page where other events dominated.

In fact, the Klondike was old news by the time London returned to California.
But when the editors of the popular magazine, Overland Monthly, read the stories Jack
submitted, they liked the robust prose the young man contributed. Overland took nine
of his stories in 1899, and eastern journals snapped up 10 stories in 1900. Books
followed year after year, and most sold well.

By his own admission London was poor at making up plots. He frequently pur-
chased ideas from young unknown writers like Sinclair Lewis. Newspaper stories also
provided some of his best material. One story told of the sad death of a Sausalito man
at Rampart. John Snell, hoping to make a fortune in commerce, started upriver from
St. Michael in 1898 with 1,500 dozen eggs. He had invested everything he owned in the
eggs, a food item reported to command fabulous prices in Dawson. Unfortunately, low
Yukon water halted his steamboat at Rampart, then winter closed river navigation.
Snell was stuck with 1,500 dozen eggs. Rampart miners would have been glad to buy
some of them but, alas, they were all spoiled.

Snell brooded for a time, then affixed a note to his cabin door saying "Gone Out."
Several days later a friend forced open the cabin to see Snell "suspended by a wire
rope from the rafter of the cabin cold in death." "One Thousand Dozen" was the story
London told of this tragic incident.*

Published narratives on the gold rush provided the writer with factual background
material and, occasionally, with the inspiration for a good tale. Jeremiah Lynch’s
"Three Years in the Klondike" included an account of a miner who froze to death on
the trail. He had been traveling from his claim to Dawson and suffered from exposure
after falling into a stream. Evidence of the doomed man’s attempt to light a fire to
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warm himself and dry his clothes struck London’s imagination powerfully. The moving
little story, "To Light a Fire," was the result.

Among the books London carried with him to the Klondike was Miner Bruce’s
Through the Goldfields of Alaska to the Klondike. Once he returned to Oakland he
bought other books useful for fleshing out his stories, including Tappan Adney’s
Klondike Stampede and Harry DeWindt’s Through the Gold Field of Alaska. Adney’s
book was helpful in his planning of Daughter of the Snows. Adney had paid particular
attention to trader John J. Healy’s role at Dawson and made a spirited defense of his
policies when starvation threatened the town. London made Healy the father of his
novel’s heroine but did not show more than a superficial interest in the trader or his
commercial world. He found Adney’s description of Swiftwater Bill Gates useful in
both Daughter of the Snows and Buming Daylight®* Another source for Burning Daylight
was a miner named Elam Harnish, whom London met in the Klondike. Harnish was a
hard worker and determined prospector, but hardly the heroic figure London described,
a tireless musher who wore out three Indians and two dog teams carrying the mail from
Circle to Dyea, then danced all night before starting back over the trail in the morning.®

Sometimes Jack waded through some heavy waters in pushing too earnestly his
theories of Anglo-Saxon superiority and social Darwinism. But, generally, he main-
tained a lively pace and even managed to grace weak stories with good character
depiction and superior natural description.

Perhaps no other journey to the Klondike and Alaska cast as long a shadow as
that made by London in 1897-98. His stories of the North have been popular for
nearly a century and have given countless readers their strongest impressions of the
region. No other writer concerned with the North comes close to London’s place as
the premier adventure storyteller. Jack London achieved legendary status as America’s
first writer/hero--a personality whose life was as interesting to the public as his books.

Some critics were not pleased with London’s work. The nation’s ranking expert
on Alaska, William Healy Dall, derided London’s efforts. Dall, who had been a mem-
ber of the Western Union Telegraph Expedition from 1865-67, reigned over Alaskan
scientists from his post at the Smithsonian.

Dall had little good to say about London’s first collection of stories, "The Son of
the Wolf," when he reviewed it in the "New York Times."” London defended himself to
a friend. Dall was a scientist not an artist, London complained, and he did not under-
stand art. "When I have drawn a picture in a few strokes, he would spoil it by putting
in the multitude of details I have left out . . . His trouble is that he does not see with a
pictorial eye. He merely looks upon a scene and sees every bit of it; but he does not
see the true picture in that scene."

Other Alaskan "experts" also poked fun at London. Wilson Mizner, probably the
wittiest man who ever caroused in the saloons of Dawson and Nome, later wrote about
the "London school” of Klondike fiction, with "its supermen and superdogs, its abysmal
brutes and exquisite ingenues."®
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Another critic cried that the writer’s craft consisted of turning men into brutes and
brutes into men. And still another man charged that the writer was guilty of "spreading
a false gospel of the true Alaskan conditions."

But how did the Alaska miners feel about London’s stories? An unpublished
letter in the University of Alaska Fairbanks Archives written by a Rampart miner in
1900 presents one view.  Hunter Fitzhugh had only a little time to look at London’s
novel before another eager reader took it away. The book reached the Yukon River
gold mining town in October 1900. Its owner was besieged by men keen to read about
London’s north. "The fel'ow who owns it says he will lend it to me when about two
dozen others have read it," Fitzhugh wrote his mother.

I can see that it is an A-1 sketch of our life up here. The dog tales, the
descriptions of our costumes, and all the stage settings and business are just
as I would have put them if I had been able to write. The Indian talk is a
little off color, as he makes them use too much Chinook of which they are
entirely ignorant.'

Tastes differ on writers and London’s stories varied in quality. But he is well
loved. Among national writers he holds a singular place as the most widely read
American novelist in-the world. His preeminence abroad has been maintained for
decades against distinguished rivals like Mark Twain, Henry James, and Ernest
Hemingway. A Russian writer described his nation’s infatuation with London in evoca-
tive terms: "This is the first cigar we smoke in our youth.""

Alaskans, of course, hold London in special regard. His is the only major writer
who made Alaska and the Yukon the setting of a major part of his work. Though
London wrote other books not concerned with the North, he launched his career and
did some of his finest writing about this region.

London felt very strongly about his Klondike experience. Writing to Sam Dunham
in 1913, he praised Dunham’s The Men Who Blaze the Trail and The Goldsmith of
Nome, two books of northern poetry. "I cannot express to you how I have enjoyed it,
but I can say this: Your verse has struck the truest note of the Northerland." London
did not think that Dunham’s poems would be pleasing to those who did not know the
north because the "truest note" would not be popular. His comment was shrewd if the
relative popularity of Dunham and Robert Service may be compared. Service, rather
like London, wrote very colorful poems about improbable events, and his work became
as famous as London’s. Dunham’s realistic lyrics had few readers.™

London had only 40 years for his prodigious work and hectic play. Boozing
wasted him, as did the habit of treating ailments with narcotics, heavy smoking, the
strain of unfortunate investments, his grandiose ranch development and construction
schemes, and all around helter-skelter lifestyle. But his marvelous exuberance lives on
in his stories. Somehow it is so easy to picture him at work, tearing through his man-
datory daily stint of completed pages. Some voice was always calling to him--"Run,
Jack, run! And he ran, too hard and too fast.
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When he laid his pen down for the last time, he had left us something monu-
mental, including 50 published books of fiction and nonfiction--500 articles and essays,
200 short stories, and 19 novels. And he also left us a dazzling, never fading picture of
a man of parts--adventurer, social commentator, novelist, Socialist, and more. He
helped draw the picture to the extent that he directed his own self-publicity in years of
fame--but it was not faked. He was truly a protean figure, a fellow of legendary pro-
portions, a character well fit to play the lead in a novel by Jack London.

Sam Dunham

Sam Dunham, a representative of the U.S. Department of Labor, arrived at
Dawson on September 23, 1897. After investigating labor and related economic condi-
tions, there he moved downriver to Circle on the steamboat Bella, arriving there on
October 14 after a 13-day voyage. Dunham’s work on his report was excellent, but in
Circle he had time to write the poems about "The Men Who Blaze the Trail."
Dunham wrote respectable verse:

So while others sing of the chosen few
Who o’er the Fates prevail,

I will sing of the many, staunch and true,
Whose brave hearts never quail,--

Who with dauntless spirit of pioneers

A state are building for the coming years,
Their sole reward their loved one’s tears,--
The men who blaze the traill™

Dunham had a good time with a famous western poet, Joaquin Miller, in Circle.
They were good enough friends to permit some playfulness over Miller’s heroic verse
on crossing the Chilkoot in the form of a Dunham parody of some verses.

Dunham returned outside in 1899, then returned north in 1900 to help with the
census and report for the Labor Department on Nome. While in Nome he wrote
poems on actual events like the conspiracy to take over wealthy mines by Alexander
McKenzie and his cohorts and on the disenchantment of miners with the government’s
service. His "Alaska to Uncle Sam" was an emotional, good-humored plea for state-
hood. Other poems caught the disappointment of unsuccessful prospectors:

We’re too slow for the new breed of miners,
Embracing all classes of men,

Who locate by power of attorney

And prospect their claims with a pen.'



132 Golden Places

Robert Service

Dunham knew the gold-rush era far better than Robert Service but failed to tap
the literary gold. He had emigrated from Scotland to North America as a young man
and bummed his way out to California. There he was thrilled by the stories of Jack
London. The Klondike excitement had not yet faded in 1902-03 when Service became
aware of the North, although he did not imagine that, "while other men were seeking
Eldorado, they were also making one for me."®

Quite by chance, in 1904, he was offered a bank clerk’s job at the Whitehorse
branch of a Canadian bank. Service lived sedately in Whitehorse but did enjoy reciting
famous verses like "Casey at the Bat" and "The Face on the Bar-Room Floor" at social
gatherings. After one such performance Stroller White, the well-known Whitehorse Star
journalist, urged him to write original verse: "Give us something about our own little
bit of earth . .. There’s a rich paystreak waiting for someone to work. Why don’t you
go on in and stake it?"®

Service thought about White’s suggestion for some time before inspiration came.
He described the moment in his autobiography. It was Saturday night, and he was still
working at the bank. Music and revelry from a neighboring saloon penetrated his
reflections. Just then a pistol shot roared in his ear, fired by the bank watchman who
thought Service’s after-hours presence was that of a burglar. Explanations followed but
instead of retiring for a drink or other repairs to his jingling nerves, Service sat tight
and wrote about a shooting at the Malemute Saloon. His first scribbled words were:
"A bunch of the boys were whooping it up in the Malemute Saloon." Hours later he
finished what was to become the most declaimed of all verses of the North, a lurid,
exciting ballad of unrequited love and vengeance entitled "The Shooting of Dan
McGrew."

Good fortune followed immediately upon Service’s first recitation. A miner told
him "a story Jack London never got" that became "The Cremation of Sam McGee," a
lively tale that climaxed with a happy scene:

And there sat Sam, looking cool and calm,
in the heart of the furnace road;

And he wore a smile you could see a mile,
and he said: 'Please close that door.’

It’s fine in here, but I greatly fear

you’ll let in the cold and storm--

Since I left Plumtree, down in Tennessee,
it’s the first time I’ve been warm.”

Service’s Songs of the Sourdough appeared in 1909 and has not been out of print
since.
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Rex Beach

Rex Beach made significant contributions to Alaska’s mining literature. His
stories and novels were not as popular as London’s because he was not as good a
writer, but they had wide readership. Beach’s experience in the North certainly ex-
ceeded that of any other author.

As a college lad he had joined the gold stampeders and ended up at Rampart,
where he spent two years mining. At the time he had no literary aspirations, yet was
intrigued when a friend argued that the North would never generate a Mark Twain or
Bret Harte--writers capable of chronicling the stampede as had been done for
California. "There’s no drama up here, no comedy, no warmth. Life is as pale and
cold as the snow." Beach accepted this dictum at first, then, later on, realized what
nonsense it was. Why should the Yukon country lack for drama and color when the
actual conditions were appreciated? It should not be hard to imagine romance in a
community like Rampart, an instant town full of anxious fortune seekers confronting a
severe climate and wholly unfamiliar surroundings.

Later, Beach got in on the Nome stampede before returning to Chicago. While
working for a building materials firm he started writing stories about mining events and
eventually achieved great success. The Spoilers, based on the McKenzie-Noyes con-
spiracy in Nome, was a best-selling novel and has had several reprintings over the years.
Another novel, The Barrier, treats the world he knew as a Rampart miner. The Iron
Trail, based on the construction of the Copper River and Northwestern Railway, did
well in several editions. Beach had traveled to Cordova and the Copper River country
after the railroad’s completion to research the novel.

In his choice of historic events at Nome and the Copper River for novels Beach
reached more readers than did Alaska’s historians. But Beach also influenced events
with a series of articles, "The Looting of Alaska," on the Spoilers of Nome published in
1906. The magazine articles created a sensation and angered U.S. Senators who were
associated with Alexander McKenzie, but they gave the 1900-01 conspiracy the first
general publicity they received.

London, Beach, and Service had many imitators, but no other writers who
focused on the mining frontier have enjoyed large commercial or artistic successes.
Though there is some risk in predicting the future of literature, it seems unlikely that
many writers will be attracted by the northern gold-rush theme because neither the
region nor the time command general interest. The odd romance or adventure popular
novel will continue to surface from time to time but probably will not make much of a
commercial stir. In other forms of popular culture, television productions and theater
films notably, the gold-rush era has been treated at times but not very successfully from
any point of view. It does not appear that the general consciousness of northern
mining history is high enough to make its treatment popular in the future.

Referring back to historian Duane Smith’s comments on the comparative paucity
of mining frontier fiction, it is evident that his analysis does not apply to Alaska. The
rivals of miners in other parts of the West--cattlemen and trappers--are not observable
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in Alaska’s past. There were trappers, if not cattlemen, in the North, but none who
captured the popular fancy as did those wonderful pathfinders and Indian fighters of
the Plains and the Rockies. Alaska had fishermen, but romance does not cling to that
severe pursuit. Thus far, authors viewing the North, excepting those who focus on
natives, see the mining frontier alone as a colorful setting for literature.

Personal Narrative Literature

Considerations of mining frontier literature usually focus on the creative
branches--fiction and poetry--to the neglect of personal narratives. Early published
travel narratives were eagerly studied by stampeders, who used them as sources of
information and, as has been seen, by writers like Jack London for inspiration and
source material. But the personal narratives form a body of nonfiction literature worthy
of respect for its artistry and wisdom. Many of the more interesting of the narratives
have been reprinted in recent years because of their intrinsic reading value, including
Edwin T. Adney, Klondike Stampede; Mrs. George Black, My 70 Years; Alfred H.
Brooks, Blazing Alaska’s Trails; Joseph Grinnell, Gold Hunting in Alaska; L.H. French,
Seward’s Land of Gold; and others.

As an illustration of the richness of the travel-adventure accounts on the North,
Addison M. Powell’s Trailing and Camping in Alaska is a superlative example. Powell
landed at Valdez in 1898 to investigate the Copper River country and published a book
of his observations some 10 years after his return. As a witty and wise observer of
other stampeders, Power was matchless. Even before leaving Seattle he caught the
peculiarities of gold fever, telling a funny story about an angry man who "knew" an
acquaintance was on to a good thing in the Klondike because he insisted that he had
no intention of leaving Seattle. At Copper Center he observed that "in the wild rush to
this country, there were about two prospectors to every hundred invaders, and two
others who were willing to learn, while the other ninety-six were waiting for a "strike."
While waiting they kept busy "in holding miners’ meetings over dog-fights and other
such trivial matters.""

Prospectors, Powell said, lived on hope and beans, and the hope was the more
important driving force. He did admire the spirit of Ole Allson of Minnesota, whose
claim location notice stated: "I take one mining claim and if it’s good I take two."®

Powell understood quitters and paid them particular attention:

Every outgoing steamer was loaded down with quitters who, as prospec-
tors, were helpless incompetents. To avoid being ridiculed, they pre-
tended to be returning for horses, larger outfits or more assistance from
home. One young man, to have an excuse, said he was returning for
cigarette papers. . . . When a man was seen whittling, it was generally
conceded to be an indication that he was going out on the next boat.
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Another quitter blamed his wife: "I am a married man, and this is no place for me.
My wife thinks I'm a peach, a blossom, and a hero! She thinks I am a loo-loo bird and
I feel through my whole system that I ought to be at home doing something! You can’t
imagine how my wife loves me, my person and my ways!" Some quitters were good-
humored about it. One told Powell that "the reason I came to Alaska was that I had
nothing to lose; and, I'll be hanged, gentlemen, if I didn’t lose that."*

Powell reflected the miners’ contemptuous view of mining promoters, making an
addendum to Mark Twain’s famous comment: "It has been said that the miner is a liar
with a hole in the ground, but I say, generally speaking, the promoter hasn’t even a
hole."2

Powell’s good-humored way of seeing things did not obscure his relations of
travails of the trail. His description of trudging across the Valdez glacier facing the
perils of crevasses catches the dangers and hardships well enough. Everywhere he
heard of deaths in blizzards, falls, avalanches, drownings, or other dire circumstances.
He crossed the summit by the Valdez Glacier at 5,000 feet in a blinding snowstorm; "I
broke through the crust of snow that covered a crevasse, and with one leg swinging
around in space beneath, declared I never again would attempt to cross that glacier."

In Powell we gain a feel for the vast country of his travels, its beauties and its
discomforts, including tearing winds and mosquitoes so harassing as to cause "us fully to
realize the mistake that had been made when we were born."*# Many readers find the
personal narratives of Powell and other participants more meaningful than fictional
representation of the same events. The narrative expresses a truth and immediacey
that may not come across with even the most adroit novelist and thus bridges the gap
between actor and reader, past and present, more effectively.

But whatever the literary merits and interest offered by personal narratives, they
are less likely to attract readers of a later time than fiction. We are fortunate when-
ever a previously published narrative is reprinted and even more so when an old un-
published narrative gains a printing. We can expect few publications of personal narra-
tives or, for that matter, of historical works treating the mining frontier because of the
small Alaska-Yukon population and correspondingly small universities. Publishers,
except for the few regional specialists, must look to books that will interest general
readers of history in the states and Canada because high sales among northern residents
cannot be expected.

There is no reason to be gloomy about the prospects of narrative and historical
literature. Rich archives of historical material have been established in Alaska, the
Yukon, and elsewhere in the states and Canada where personal papers of gold-era
participants have been preserved. Whenever the novel writers, poets, or historians need
to search for documentation the research material is at hand.
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Popular Culture

The northern gold rushes have been featured in a number of movies. Hollywood
has produced at least three versions of The Spoilers, including one with Clark Gable.
Of all the gold-rush films none has compared in popularity to Charley Chaplain’s Gold
Rush, the stirring silent classic that finds new fans in each generation. On television the
gold rush appears only infrequently.

Other gold-rush stories have been radio shows, including a serial of the 1940s,
"Refrew of the Mounties,” children’s books, and comic adventure books. But the
event’s lasting impact on popular culture has not been great. There is no popular,
perennial stock representation in any cultural form comparable to the western cowboy
or gunslinger themes.

Reasons for the relatively light impression of the mining frontier on popular
culture are not hard to find. The event was sensational and dramatic enough for a
time, but it was soon crowded off stage by other events. It could not continue to grip
public attention except through the genius and persistence of artists and performances.
The great literary triumvirate, Jack London, Robert Service, and Rex Beach, could
inspire film, radio, and other media productions for a limited time only. What was
lacking was the emergence of artists strong enough to establish the gold-rush theme for
a long run. If someone like Will Rogers, for example, had been a Klondiker and
continued to bring forward his experiences to his varied huge audiences, the impact
would have been considerable.

Rewivals of interest in the popular arts will surface periodically, and some future
revival might become hugely popular. Meanwhile, we maintain our stimulants. Visitors
to the wo