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THE RuUusH TO THE KLONDIKE

On July 14, 1897, the fortunes of the North Country were changed forever when the steanship
Excelsior arrived in San Francisco. The Excelsior, which bad left the western Alaskan port of
St. Michael a month before, carried a curious coterie of men and women. Observers near the dock
paid little attention as the haggard, worn assemblage trudged down the gangplank, but within hours,
word leaked out that they carried a total of more than a ton of solid gold. Newspapers gave the
discovery front page coverage, and the Klondike gold rush was on.

THE FEVER
STRIKES

londike fever—a huge, chaotic migration of men and
K.thcir goods to the storied gold fields—reigned for
almost a year afterward. It swept through all of North
America, but was felt most keenly in the Pacific Coast ports,
where hundreds of ships left with Klondike-bound prospec-
tors and where supply houses and other businesses reaped
an economic windfall.

The big rush had begun almost a year earlier in the remote,
isolated Yukon River drainage in the center of today’s
Yukon Territory. A Tagish Indian, Skookum Jim, along
with Dawson Charlie and an ex-California miner named
George Carmack, stumbled upon gold “lying like cheese in a
sandwich” on the afternoon of August 16, 1896. They
registered their claim the next day at a nearby trading post,
and within two weeks miners from hundreds of miles
around had converged on the discovery site and had blan-
keted the nearby creeks with mining claims. But the site was
hundreds of miles from an ocean port and transportation
facilities were poor or worse, so months went by before the
outside world got the news. And it was not until mid-July
1897 that dramatic, irrevocable proof in the form of gold—
lots of it—caused thousands to drop everything and stam-
pede north to the new Eldorado.

It seemed that most everyone—Americans, Canadians, and a
score of other nationalities—wanted to go north. But how?
Few knew much about the north country, and even fewer
knew their way around. As a result, thousands of gullible
argonauts succumbed to unscrupulous ship captains or
mercenary civic interests and took routes that required




hundreds of miles of overland travel through forests,
swamps, and even glaciers. The wise among them quickly
recognized the folly of their choice and turned back. But
others, driven by gold fever or too proud to recognize their
fate, trudged on into the northern wilderness, many never to
return.

ree routes quickly emerged as pre-eminent paths to the  E—
gold fields. Those who could afford it took the so- GETTING TO
called “all water” route which carried stampeders up the
Alaska coast to St. Michael, at the mouth of the Yukon THE GoLD
River, and then up the river to the gold fields. The route, in
theory, seemed easy and efficient. But stampeders soon
found that few boats existed along the Yukon River; further-
more, the navigation season was so short that ice choked the
river in early October. Almost no one who took this route
made it to the gold fields that year.

The other two routes were located just a few miles from
cach other. Both began at the northern end of the Inside
Passage. The Chilkoot Trail, a path over the Coast Moun-
tains which had been used by the Tlingit Indians for hun-
dreds of years before miners became interested in the area,
began at the port of Dyea and surmounted Chilkoot Pass
on its way to Lindeman and Bennett lakes in the Canadian
interior. Just a few miles away from Dyea lay Skagway Bay.
In the valley nearby, developments were far newer; the only
inhabitants before the rush were a single homesteader and
his family. The 40-mile White Pass Trail, which connected
the homestead with the Canadian lakes, was a rough, rocky
pathway that had existed only since 1895.

By the end of July 1897, thousands had responded to the
Klondike’s clarion call and were already headed north. On
Skagway Bay, a tent town called Skagway sprang into exist-
ence just above the high tide line, and hundreds streamed
north. Nearby Dyea witnessed the same frenzy of actvity.
While those who took the well-trodden Chilkoot had few
difficulties in their quest, the untried White Pass trail was
soon overwhelmed with men and animals, all of whom were
desperately heading north. Traffic slowed and then halted in
a cesspool of mud and dead animals, and the trail soon
became infamous as the “Dead Horse Trail.”




No CLaIMS
LEFT

Relatively few of those who left the west coast ports in the
summer of 1897 ever made it to the gold fields before
winter sct in; most of the successtul ones used the Chilkoot
Trail. The others waited until early 1898 to set out, and
from January to May the stampede reached its height. By
late May, tens of thousands of stampeders were camped out
along the Canadian lakes, eagerly waiting for the ice to
break, and on May 30 the stampede began anew as more
than 7,000 boats headed downstream in the race to the
Klondike gold fields.

The first boats in the gold rush armada soon reached
Dawson City, the new gateway to the gold fields. These
stampeders, and those who followed, scrambled out of their
craft only to learn, much to their dismay, that the gold fields
were rich but limited. All of the gold-laden creeks had been
staked months earlier, and there simply was no easy gold for
the taking,

aving received this shocking news, the incoming

hordes wondered: what to do now? Many wandered
about Dawson, as if in a daze, and tried to make sense of
their new environment. Some decided to head out to the
neatby gold fields and work for wapes—good wages—in
one of the many mines along Bonanza, Eldorado, and
neatby creeks. Others got work at one of the many shops in
the mushrooming town or went into business for them-
selves.

But still others, those who still had “gold fever” despite the
enormous number of hardships they had expended just to
reach Dawson, either struck out on their own or bided their
time and awaited news of the next big strike. It was inevi-
table, given the huge amount of unexplored arca and the
number of eager gold prospectors, that new gold prospects
would soon be uncovered. Near Nome, off in northwestern
Alaska, a huge strike was made in September 1898, and in
August 1902, an Italian immigrant named Felix Pedro found
the gold that uncovered an even larger series of gold fields
near Fairbanks, in Alaska’s interior.

The Mome and Fairbanks fields turned out to be Alaska’s
largest, but from the 1890s to the 1920s, gold was discovered




in hundreds of other places throughout the length and
breadth of the territory. Some of those discoveries brought
a rush of eager prospectors to the area, while others were
composed of just a few claimants who doggedly, and in
obscurity, attempted to extract “colors” from the rocks and
gravels.

Many of those discoveries took place in Alaska’s national
patk units. Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park,
located in and near Skagway and containing portions of
both the Chilkoot and White Pass trails, is the only park unit
in Alaska (or in America) that commemorates a gold rush.
Alaska’s remaining park units were created, at least primarily,
in order to preserve scenic, wildlife, botanical, glacial, or
geological resources. Surprisingly, however, most of
Alaska’s park units contain at least some evidence of the
state’s far-flung gold rush past. A sample of those patk
units, and the exciting gold-rush history contained within
them, is outlined in the next few pages...
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After staking the creeks, they carried the news to Fairbanks,
starting the first stampede in the Kantishna Hills. Within
weeks, 2-3,000 gold seekers found their way up the Tanana,
Kantishna, and Bearpaw rivers, eventually staking every
drainage in the Kantishna Hills from head to toe. Mining
towns sprang up seemingly overnight: Diamond and
Glacier City on the Bearpaw; Roosevelt and Square Deal on
the Kantishna; and Eureka, a summer mining camp centrally
located near active pay streaks.

‘D{ Tithin six months the easy pickings were gone and the — ——
rush was over. Miners let!i in dl%::wes, l;ving behind THE FIRST
less than fifty inhabitants to continue placer mining, Some RusH ENDS
ventured into hard-rock mining or engaged in the mining of

other minerals: silver, lead, zinc, and antimony. However,

the transportation problems which would always plague the

Kantishna mining district proved to be its downfall in ore

production. There was no way to economically work a

hard-rock mine without heavy equipment. Without roads

into the area, no equipment could get in, and it was too

cxpensive to transport overland or by boat. By 1925, mining

had ceased almost completely.

he 1930s brought a series of breaks to the Kantishna =~ M m—
mining district. President Franklin Roosevelt raised the KANTISHNA IN
price of gold to $35 per ounce; the park road was com- THE 1930s
pleted, linking Kantishna to the railroad; and the Depres-
sion era produced large quantities of cheap labor. Central
to the second “buom™ was the development of the Banjo
Mine on Quigley Ridge.

The Banjo minc was the arca’s first commercial-scale lode
gold milling operation. It eventually become the fourth
largest lode mine in the Yukon basin, producing more than
6,000 ounces of gold and 7,000 ounces of silver between
1939 and 1941, Kantishna's highest aggregate placer gold
return was $139,000 in 1940,

This golden era came to an end with the coming of World
War I1. All labor, fuel, equipment and supplies were chan-
neled into the war effort. An order shutting down all gold
mining operations non-essential to the war effort, closed the
Banjo mine, It was never reopened.
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LAKE CLARK: GoLD COUNTRY

Henry Mellish, Percy Walker and Al King were the first prospectors to explore the mineral
potential of the remiote Lake Clark country of Soutbwest Alaska. They entered the upper
Mudchatna River district, west of the boundary of what is now I ake Clark National Park and
Preserve, in 1890. The trio found gold, but the prodsct was “too fine and flaky to save,” and they
mioved on in search of a more profitable strike. For the next forty years, miners would comb the
Iake Clark region in search of a paying claim.

he Turnagain Arm gold rush of 1895-98 brought a T ———,
bonanza of prospectors to Alaska. Late-comers spilled THE
over into the Lake Clark-Tliamna region when they found DISCOVERY

that all the likely Turnagain claims had been staked.

Portage Creek, near the Dena’ina village of Kijik, soon
became the site of heavy placer mining activity. The 1900
census for Kijik, located on the north shore of Lake Clark,
listed 17 gold miners among its residents. Among the
earliest were Otis M. “Doc” Dutton and Joe Kackley, who
settled in what is now the Port Alsworth area. The two
remained there undl their deaths in the 1940s.

asna Creek also attracted the attention of miners in the  e—  ——————————
ly 1900s. Judge Charles T. Brooks and Count Par DIRT ON
Charles Von Hardenberg filed copper claims along the KAS
creek, not far east of Port Alsworth, Kasna Creek continued NA CREEK
to lure prospectors and mining corporations to the area off
and on until the 1950s.

The remoteness of the Kasna Creek mining operations
worked against their development, In 1911, the estimated
cost of shipping mining equipment from Seattle to Kasna
Creek was $200 per ton, Miners on the creek were paid $4
per day plus board.

n 1904, after several parties had revisited the site of the T ———S——
1890 discovery, a renewed promisc of wealth beckoned MULCHATNA
miners to return. Reports came of placer claims which were
“said to yield $4 to 85 a day to the man, but their inaccessi-
bility makes them of no commercial value.”
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THE CHIsaNA RuUSH
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THE VALDEZ TRAIL

In 1896, discoveries near Canada’s Klondike River precipitated the region’s greatest gold rush. Most
stampeders reached the district via a largely Canadian route leading from the sontheast Alaskan
comminnity of Dyea through Chilleoot Pass. Many American participants, however, objected to the
foreign control of that transportation corridor. In response, the ULS. government agreed fo construct
an alternate tratl, kading from Prince William Sound into the Yukon Basin.

THE ROUTE
NORTH

16

he army sent Captain William R. Abercrombie to the

region in 1898 to locate the safest and most efficient
route for the trail. Abercrombie worked quickly, and by
September 1899 the government’s half-finished route was
already filled with prospectors headed for the Copper Valley.
Encourdged by such traffic, construction continued, and by
1901 the military had completed its trail all the way to Eagle
City.
Mountaineer Robert Dunn employed the trail the following
year on his way to Copper Center. Unlike the stampeders,
who were often too preoccupied to note its spectacular
scenery, Dunn recorded a vivid description of the route:

By night we bhad gone twenty miles wp the Lowe River—its
bed a strip of Arizona in the exolic foresi—and then
through Keystone Canyon by a five-foot trail cat in the cliff s
face a thousand feet above the stream. In the canyon were fwo
waterfalls, each 700 feet high. . . . Anather day amang
prarmigan and ice and blwe morainal tarns took us over the

misty pass and into the great valley of the Copper River.

Despite its proximity to the Klondike, Eagle City did not
remain the region’s primary destination for long, Mineral
production on the upper Yukon River soon began to decline
and in 1902, Felix Pedro discovered gold in the Tanana

Valley. Stampeders heading for this new strike left the

Valdez-Eagle Trail near the Gakona River, crossed the
“Alaska Range through Isabel Pass, then followed the Tapana
River northwest to Fairbanks. By 1904 this Valdez-
Fairbanks Trail had become the dominant interior route.
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THE RusH TO CIRCLE CITY

Progpectors found gold in and around what is now Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve
several years before the rich Yukon Territory strikes inspired the overwhelniing rush to the
Klondike. In the late 1800s, prospectors pushed their search for gold into northern Canada atd
Alaska. Using the traditional Tlingit Indian trade route through Chilkoot Pass, miners reached the
beadwaters of the Yukon and traveled downstreans, prospecting along the way.

everal prospectors struck gold in 1885-1886 on the T ——,
Sl:cwatl: m‘mg|I Fortymile rivers, upstream from what is now GoLb ON THE
Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve, in enough quan-  FORTYMILE
tity to encourage miners to extend their search farther down
the Yukon. In 1892 gold was found at Birch Creek, leading
to the founding of Circle City, just downstream from the
present day Preserve boundarics.

By 1896, Circle City had a population of 700 and boasted
theaters, saloons, dance halls, and two major trading compa-
nies, the Alaska Commercial Company and the North
American Transportation and Trading Company. A fleet of
steamboats supplied the companies and other trading posts
with goods transported from Saint Michael, on the coast.

he Klondike strike, in August of 1896, neardy emptied T —
Circle City and the town of Forty Mile as miners raced KLONDIKE

to the Klondike goldfields and the newly founded town of GOLD

Dawson City. But reality soon struck, and American miners

realized that most of the good claims were already staked

The Canadian government, moreover, limited the size of

the claims, charged import duties on miners’ equipment, and

levied a 10% royalty on the miners’ earnings. Disgusted,

many of the miners turned downstream to American

territory. They expressed their displeasure with Canadian

restrictions by giving patriotic names to various locations

along the Yukon--Independence Creek, Fagle City, Fourth

of July Creek, American Creek, Nation City, and Union

Gulch.

19



.
CImes ok

THE YUKOM

|\._ i b it Kaaiss) mew pukilmring sirsis o
Suitag] e vkl lansives, owos wow consinsgic]
eraaley s gl st The pear 1998 s the bkl
il sgaviad poemmumees wilukey Hade Ty Sevespule
N Cizy; amd Sear vy fwhen
Sevenymile foodedl. Al in 1598,
j manees. esmhilished vy Ciry el
Iann Ciry, hasod an golid pns
s i Fourvh of July Creeke

Miners un the Chardey Hiver were
setvual by 1 by sl by
pembsice, fonsinknd im THURL, Smi
i thoas s weo alitt-lvel,
b Deasncnny ity suevivgd wiid b

Frwrew ety mh an i e weer e o 1080 il i purjulatne whu

L P ——
remetatut Sy & T1 anad Rl Shey

biwread iy m

iy mend Chrraing wumal

T k' ol il a Tt i sieienimants, Fage Uity movcr
iy o e, e LR e oy SR e abend arend vonday b @ perar it sany

TRADE

o

mideas O i gudd rush o,

Tu. timbtzaial bvwayy of the Han (eanchin prople who
Lrveal ima b Yikom L harley ava wonw dremamcally
clutigred by the gold rush. Han people wone scosssomed
trmbing at F Bidmmer sl at Beile fdamd Wit the
shevnmvery wl gkl st Foripmly Bvee, o sew trsding e was
exilalidmbural ai mi waniby Vil Belamsl, ticar the shie of
et iy Eagle, chosexl. Thin made ol che trading
frerimniiy datfeer thais fuss, 11 prui the Han st 5 dissbramapr
=] futead il o sk the kg o s Forny Mie w e
e fummd il ot sl thai dhry had coee m depend
s b thx yoats chas falkrred, Famnamenicen prospeomn
wenl rEmncey ohartan Ham teremry, killing and fraghmeming off

asnatials, Cutiig Erves, il Jisplaviey Nam eupke from
thatr pralitlieal arrepa

v tha muen of the contary, the Alssks Conuseral

Company hal cetabdinhod 4 coul mine e Butik oo
i Suatieeit R oafer by frowm e Yiikon Ceoal was
exeractod, eransporsod by sod oo the ko, te les w
Edswcan foor male v il aw stcamsig ol




Trading peit |
artrarsed
the petertal
ancd axpipers

fior yeare This g

—_—
THE

ProsPECTOR'S
LiFE

o] Fabfy, sl boats, hich hai canoe

F vewiel traveled ithe

Thesiatili
o
Cirels

atial exthet guikd sk

e parih

Al Bagleun, an odd-i
Eagle, podnd e o

e i i posmsiry,

s MASveleg B a0 dkere

Wiy il ERiTER;

Hu e v o g airy, amad e are

kb ian [ rroavemier them aukieg adar
with i amd, b il Ve o puivy i now et

o v mettr a1




MovING ON
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e region that is now Yukon-Charley Rivers National
Preserve played an important role in the gold rush
history of the Yukon River. In waves of boom and bust, the
area supported early prospecting activities; saw the growth

and demise of Forty Mile, Circle City, and other towns;
witnessed the return of disenchanted miners from the
Klondike; and served as a corridor for supplies and people
to and from the ephemeral gold fields. All of this in addi-
don to providing wood, coal and food resources for the
thousands of people who came. Boasting four active mining
towns during the gold rush, Yukon-Chatley Rivers offers
today’s visitors a glimpse into the lives of the miner who
sought to find that eldorado which was always “over the
next hill.”
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GoLD IN THE BROOKS RANGE

The gold rush in the region that is now Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve was
largely dependent on the events and circumstances surrounding the Klondike gold rush in 1897 and
the Nome gold rush in 1899, Positioned geographically between the two major gold discoveries, the
central Brooks Range fostered its own stanipede when the Kiondike waned, then lost nearly all of
ity mrimers to the Nome rush when it bepan.

e discovery of gold in the Klondike inspired thou- e —=
’I‘:mdﬁ of people to rush north. The northern goldfields REALITY

were the promised lands that brought the American frontier STRIKES THE
tradition to Alaska. Tales of the Klondike, both true and

false, gave birth to the popular notion that all of the north KLONDIKE

was golden, that a man had only to stake his claim and start

digging and his fortune would be made.

Disillusionment quickly followed elation, as the newly
arrived prospectors realized that the good claims had been
staked. Also, the Canadian government levied a 10% royalty
on the miners’ earings and charged import duties on their
equipment. By spring of 1898, their hopes dashed on the
reality of conditions in the Klondike, many mincrs turned
downstream to American territory to renew their search for
the motherlode. As the disaffected Klondikers travelled
down the Yukon they spread the word to groups steaming
upriver that there was nothing to be gained by going to
Dawson. Some prospectors continued their headlong rush
to the Klondike but many turned aside, carrying their
equipment, supplies, and golden dreams up the remote
rivers of interior Alaska.

e flow of miners from the Klondike to less crowded — /——m—m"_eummm————"
T:rﬂas drove the gold rush on the Koyukuk and Kobuk THE GOLDEN
rivers. By fall of 1898 people were leaving Dawson in GATES OF THE
droves and heading west to Alaska. Gold was discovered on
the Koyukuk, at Bergman, and miners flocked in. Gordon ARCTIC
Bettles opened a trading post in Bergman., When it flooded,
he opened another post, which he called Bettles, upstream.

Unfortunately, most of the Koyukuk gold was not accessible
using the mining methods of the day and it was neatly
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is booklet was written by various National Park
T;crvice historians, archeologists and interpreters.
Chapter authors were Frank Norris (Klondike Gold Rush),
Phyllis Motsko (Denali), John Branson (Lake Clark), Geoff
Bleakley (Wrangell-St. Elias, both chapters), Cyd Martin
(Yukon-Charley Rivers), Karlene Leeper (Kobuk Valley),
and Cyd Martin (Gates of the Arctic). Frank Norris pro-
vided editorial guidance, and Wyndeth Davis provided the
book design.

M:m}r families and repositories were responsible for
providing photographs; the authors would like to
thank each of the donors for allowing the photos to be
used.
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