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Introduction
Few events have captured the imagination of an era as
did the discovery of gold in the Klondike. The news of George
Carmack's strike on Bonanza Creek caught the attention of
the western world and promised fortune and adventure to
depression-weary men and women. The rush to the Klondike
focused on Dawson City, a mining camp whose reputation soon
reached mythic proportions. Dawson rose meteorically.
Two years after its beginning it was the largest city west
of Winnipeg. Less than a year later the bubble burst and
the exodus began. It was in those first years, however,
that Dawson got its reputation and ensured its place in
history.
Dawson was not the first gold camp on the Yukon nor would
it be the last. But it was, unquestionably, the best known.
Returning miners brought word of its existence and authors
of Klondike guides plotted Dawson on their maps of the goldfields. As journalists raced north with the Klondike
stampede their reports made Dawson famous wherever newspapers
were read. In their memoirs and diaries early citizens either
polished or tarnished the city's reputation, and travellers
who plodded through its soggy streets documented Dawson's
long and often painful fall. In a sense Dawson was both
like and unlike any other mining camp. Like other gold
camps it endured the cycle of boom and bust; unlike other camps
it was built in the face of hostile geography and climate.
But the difference between Dawson and other camps was as
much psychical as physical. To its participants, the Klondike
rush was unique, as was Dawson, its centre. If the Klondike
stampede was the last great gold rush, Dawson was the last
great gold camp. So it is remembered.
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Klondike Mining Guides

When the steamers Exelsior and Portland arrived at Seattle
in July 18 9 7 little was known about the Klondike and few
people cared to know. The tales of the steamers' cargoes
of gold, however, touched off an almost insatiable demand
for information. As interest in the region reached fever
pitch, "experts" sprang up, and printing houses across the
United States, Great Britain, and Canada let loose a flood
of Klondike guide books. These slim volumes usually contained
information concerning routes to the goldfields, methods of
travel, lists of provisions and utensils required, and
synopses of mining regulations.
The quality of the early guides left much to be desired.
In the introduction to The Yukon Overland: the Gold-Digger's
Hand-Book, Frederick Marvin commented:
Too many books on the Northern country, and how
to get there, are but a rehash of garbled newspaper reports. Altogether too many of them are
noted for the bulk of misinformation given, rather
than for any real value. They are written but to
sell. 2
Marvin went on to assure his readers that, although he had
not been to the Klondike himself, his information came from
reliable sources. In adding this provision, Marvin was not
unique. Most of the authors said as much, especially those
3
who assembled their guides with exerpts from others.
The guide books were not exclusively a post-Klondike
strike phenomenon. There had been miners in Alaska and the
Yukon for over a decade, and a few guides had been produced
for those wishing to go prospecting. Veazie Wilson's Guide

3

to the Yukon Gold Fields was published in 18 95, the year
before Carmack's discovery. It is interesting because it
mentions the first human presence at the future site of
Dawson. "The Indians have a fishing camp at this point, the
4
Clondyke being a stream noted for salmon."
In the guides
of the next four years, however, this fishing camp had been
replaced by a mining boomtown, and the pursuit of salmon had
given way to the pursuit of gold.
The American interest in the Klondike is reflected by
the large number of guides published in the United States.
In 1897 and 1898 guides were published in New York, Baltimore,
Philadelphia, Washinton, Chicago, San Francisco and Seattle.
E.0. Crewe's Gold Fields of the Yukon and How to Get There
was one of the first released. Crewe described Dawson as
the busiest camp on the Yukon River, even though it was less
than six months old. The magnitude of the Klondike strike
was not yet apparent to Crewe as he was not sure whether
5
Dawson or Circle City was the better destination.
Any
doubt, however, disappeared with the proliferation of guides
which followed. The Official Map Guide Seattle to Dawson
City was intended to be "a practical route and mining guide
for those who are going." Its author, likely a Seattle outfitter, concluded his text with a description of the site
of Dawson City.
LA. Coolidge quoted one of the miners who
arrived on the Excelsior to the effect that Dawson had a
population of 3,500, "was laid out on' modern lines with
sixty-foot streets and had all the ambitious scope of a
bonanza town with a few score log cabins and innumerable
7
tents."
In a book of maps, mining laws, and advertisements
for San Francisco outfitters, P.S. Montague noted that there
were 4,000 people at Dawson, and no shortage of saloons, dance
halls, and restaurants. He added that a little sawmill
turned out coarse lumber for the houses going up in all
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g
directions, "but for the most part it is a city of tents."
At first there was some confusion about the exact location of Dawson City. Some of the guides took it for granted
that Dawson was built on American soil. Charles A. Plempel's
The Klondike Gold Fields and the Chicago Record Company's
Klondike both emphasized that although most of its residents
9
were American, Dawson City was within Canada.
Klondike:
the Chicago Record's Book for Gold Seekers also related that
Dawson was located on 16 0 acres owned by Joseph Ladue, laid
out "square" and divided into city lots. This book described
a Dawson Saloon and dance hall, noted that a Church of England
mission had opened for the miners, and generally contained
good advice for prospective Klondikers.
Some of the early guides commented on the tone and atmosphere at Dawson. The Official Guide to the Klondyke
Country and the Gold Fields of Alaska portrayed Dawson as
a typical mining town "minus the guns." It went on to quote
a miner who said that Dawson was "one of the most moral
towns of its kind in the world," mainly because the mounted
police enforced the laws.
In The Klondike Gold Fields:
and How to Reach Them, Fred James said the same thing with
12
the same words.
These two guides also referred to the high
cost of living in Dawson. Ernest Ingersoll estimated that it
cost between five and ten dollars per day to live in Dawson,
a hefty sum in 1897. In his Gold Fields of the Klondike and
The Wonders of Alaska Dawson emerged as "the metropolis of
the Klondike country and if not the largest city in the
world, it now takes first rank among the livliest and most
13
thriving...all is bustle."
The North American Transportation and Trading Company, a concern which had a large vested
interest in supplying new arrivals in the Klondike, published
its own guide, modestly titled All About the Gold Fields
of Alaska. In it the company's publicist lamented that,
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apart from its own "somewhat extensive and imposing warehouses," the best buildings in Dawson were occupied by saloons
and gambling houses, which were "excessively patronized."
The town's redeeming feature was the presence of the North
West Mounted Police, who exercised "a most salutary influence
upon the conduct of the inhabitants." Moreover, Dawson was
a delightful place in summer, the climate was excellent year
14
round, and Klondikers need not fear disease on that account.
Two of the better Klondike guides were prepared by
Americans with first hand experience of, if not vested interests
in the Dawson area. Joseph Ladue, the founder of Dawson,
published two guides, Klondyke Nuggets and Klondyke Facts,
the first a brief description of the Klondike before publication of the second. In Klondyke Nuggets Ladue described his
town as the most important point in the new mining region,
and a place where "perfect law and order is maintained."
Dawson, he asserted, was destined to be the greatest mining
camp in the history of mining operations.15 In the larger
volume, the 2 05 page Klondyke Facts; Being a Complete Guide
Book to the Gold Regions of the Great Northwest Territories
and Alaska, Ladue gave his version of the founding of Dawson.
I had come down the river...and had picked out a
town site where Dawson City now stands, a little
more than a mile from the Bonanza Creek claims.
...As a matter of fact there is no other suitable
place for a town site, and I consider myself
lucky in getting hold of it. I commenced erecting
the first house in that region on September 1st
1896, [sic] Within six months from that date
there were over five hundred houses erected, which
included stores, supply stations, hotels, restaurants,
saloons and residences. The place immediately
became a bee-hive of vigorous industry, and the
miner can obtain anything he requires at Dawson
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City. I hold 178 acres, while the remaining twentytwo are the property of the Government. ...I
named it after Dr. Dawson, who established the
boundary line that is now recognized as the correct
line dividing Alaska from the Northwest Territories.
Ladue clearly was not an impartial observer and parts of
his book were attempts to promote the sale of land in his
townsite.
A more accurate portrait of Dawson appeared in Sam
Dunham's The Alaska Gold Fields and the Opportunities They
Offer for Capital and Labour. Dunham recorded Dawson's
early growth. In January 1897 there were three or four houses
and a handful of men. By July, when Dawson's future as
the "distributing point" of the Klondike was assured, there'
were eight or nine buildings on the waterfront, including
three saloons, and the number of men had risen beyond 500.
By October Dawson had taken shape. There were nearly 500
houses in the town and a commercial section of saloons and
gambling houses stretched along the riverbank. A hospital
had been built at the lower end of town, and the mounted
police barracks had appeared at the upper end. The bulk
of construction, however, had occurred on the flat between
Front Street and the mountains. He cautioned:
This portion of the town is a muck bed, and during
the summer is covered with stagnant water to a
depth of a foot in many places. ...Unless some
concerted action is taken looking to the improvement of the insanitary condition of the town, there
must inevitably be a great deal of sickness next
summer, when the situation will be aggravated by
the accumulation of offal during the winter, and
the overflowing cesspools. 17
Lousetown, across the Klondike River from Dawson, he regarded
as the healthiest part of town as it was high and dry and
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well drained. He assumed it would be the most desirable
residential section "when relieved of the incubus of its
present local appellation, which it is presumed will disappear
with the passing of the red man...." Dunham included passages
on the construction of cabins, listed wages and prices in
Dawson, and warned prospective Klondikers to carry large
quantities of provisions because of the inevitable food
18
shortages during the winter.
The discovery of gold in the Klondike also created
excitement in Britain and several British guides were published
A.E. Iremonger Sola's Klondyke: Truth and Facts of the New
El Dorado was one of the first. Sola claimed he had been
prospecting in the Yukon when he met Carmack and heard of
the strike on Bonanza Creek, and he described Dawson's
beginning.
In August of 1896 a man had sense and faith enough
in the country to locate a townsite on the bank
of the Yukon, just below the Klondyke River. He
immediately commenced to work and cut down the
bush, laid the place out in lots and called it
Dawson City.
The same fall he erected a storehouse and
brought the Sixty Mile Saw and set it up at Dawson.
One or two more small cabins sprang up.... The
camp is at present without any public institutions,
but by next season they will have a church, a music
19
hall, a school house and a hospital.
Sola had been among the first arrivals at Dawson. He
related how he had bought six town lots for $50.00 and
a few months later sold them for $2,000. He left Dawson
in June 1897, "after nearly three and a half long years
of all kinds of sufferings and hardships, having done
almost everything a man can do, and for most of the
time really not having enough to eat." 20
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The British authors were not immune to the scissors
and paste methods of their American counterparts. E. Jerome
Dyer quoted Sola extensively in The Routes and Mineral
Resources of North Western Canada and The Gold Fields of
Canada and How to Reach Them. 21 Parts of John W. Leonard's
The Gold Fields of the Klondyke were identical to the W.B.
Conkey Company's The Official Guide to the Klondyke Country
and the Gold Fields of Alaska, and it is difficult to tell
which was the original. Unlike most of his fellows, Leonard
dealt at some length with the state of public health in
Dawson. After asserting that it was a healthy city, he
mentioned that the most common complaints there were scurvy,
dyspepsia, anaemia, rheumatism, pneumonia, bronchitis,
teritis, cystitis, and occasionally typhoid. 22
The thirst for Klondike information was also strong-in
Canada. Charles A. Bramble, a former crown lands surveyor,
put together Klondike; a Manual for Gold Seekers, which
included the line: "Dawson City is not a paradise by any
23
means, but there are much worse places."
The Canadian
Pacific Railway Company published a brochure to advertise
its "routes to the Yukon gold fields." It only mentioned
Dawson, however, as "the great central mining camp" equipped
24
with stores, restaurants, and hotels.
G.F. Henley's guide
declared that the chief objects of interest at Dawson were
the dance halls and gambling rooms. He included a list of
barbers, laundries, physicians, real estate offices, and
.
25
..
other commercial fixtures in the city.
The dominion government even got into the act. In 1897 the Department of the
Interior published Information Respecting the Yukon District
from the Reports of Wm. Ogilvie and from Other Sources.
Extracts from Ogilvie's reports also appeared in Charles
26
Lugrin's Yukon Gold Fields.
William Ogilvie, himself,
produced the Klondike Official Guide, which only referred
27

to Dawson in a footnote.

9

The best of the guides published in Canada was by an
Englishman, A.N.C. Treadgold. In the preface to his Report
on the Goldfields of the Klondike Treadgold remarked:
About no country has there been more irresponsible
talk in so short a time, more assumption of knowledge by men who not only have never been to the
Yukon, but could not give an account of its conditions even if they had. 2 8
His Report set out to correct all its predecessors faults.
He alluded to the sickness at Dawson; scurvy was caused by
the long winters and Dawson's situation was responsible for
its dysentary and typhoid. He described Dawson as located
on "a gravel flat covered with black muck...roughly triangular
in shape." Because there was not enough room in Klondike
City or on the hillsides many men had been forced to settle
on "the marsh which lies between the water front and the
mountain, a healthy enough site in winter, but wet and likely
to be unhealthy in summer." The city needed a supply of
pure water, and the marsh should have been drained and
sanitary precautions enforced. Treadgold also noticed that
Dawson was divided into two distinct groups, old timers and
newcomers, but he did not pursue this analysis. In the end,
he conceded that the problems which he noticed were the
effects of Dawson's rapid growth and foresaw their disap29
pearance as the city became stable.
On the whole, the Klondike guides do not really say
much about Dawson. They were more concerned with routes
to the goldfields and outfits required for the journey.
If nothing else however, the guides put Dawson on the map.
There were several routes to the Klondike, but only one
destination, and the trails all ended at Dawson City.
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Journalists and Periodical Correspondents

The Klondike gold rush was one of the best covered event
of the 19th century. It occurred at a time when improved
transportation had made travel to remote areas relatively
easy and inexpensive, and it coincided with the development
of mass communications which had created a market for stories
from exotic places. It also happened at a time when refinements and developments in printing allowed for the publication
of photographs in newspapers and popular magazines. Perhaps
equally important, it took place when newspapers everywhere
competed for the attention of the reading public.
Every major newspaper or newspaper chain in North America
either sent or hired correspondents to report on the stampede
to the north, and British and European newspapers were not
long in following. William Randolf Hearst, for example,
sent a team of reporters, which included Joaquin Miller,
and his New York Journal published a special Klondike
30
edition.
Reuters news agency was among the first to
receive stories from the Klondike, while the Manchester
Guardian despatched A.N.C. Treadgold, and the Times of London
sent its colonial editor Flora Shaw. "Faith Fenton" accompanied the Yukon Field Force on its trek to the Yukon on
behalf of the Toronto Globe. Even le Temps of Paris sent
a representative, Raymond Auzias-Turenne.
These people were joined by a host of lesser lights,
who dramatized the gold rush and prompted Treadgold to
comment that the Klondike had been:
a newspaper property, and the newspaper correspondents have not, as a whole been possessed of the
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qualifications of mind and body needed by those
who desire to convey information about so important
a goldfield as the Klondike. The Klondike country...
is so difficult for the ordinary traveller that it
is small wonder if newspaper correspondents as a
whole have sat still at Dawson and retailed secondhand information gathered from sources, at best,
i • ui
31
unreliable.
Some papers went even further and fabricated stories until
reliable information arrived. An anonymous contributor to
the special Klondike supplement to the New York Journal wrote
that at Dawson "there abound reminiscences of the slaughter
of innumerable bands of early colonists and explorers.

Near

by are the ruins of what was once the largest post of the
Hudson's Bay Company west of the Rocky Mountains." 32 The
better correspondents, however, drew their pictures and created
Dawson's reputation through honest reporting and not through
purple prose.
Joaquin Miller arrived at Dawson on 16 August and his
letters from the Klondike appeared in Hearst newspapers several
weeks later. His initial impression was that there had never
been such a mining camp in all history. He discounted the
rumours of food shortages in the winter of 1897-98. but feared
there would soon be much sickness in "the muddy mushroom
town." He added that there were plenty of doctors in Dawson
but that, at $200 a visit, few miners consulted them. Miller
was amazed by the absence of pistols in the town and related
that he had yet to witness a "personal encounter," though the
contest for the favours of the "'half world'" was "always
fearful and sometimes comical." Miller was one of the few
correspondents to spend a winter in the Klondike, and he found
the climate then less severe than the summer. "Of course
it is "awful cold", he wrote, "but then it is awful hot when
it is hot."

He was also less than optimistic about mining
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prospects in the Dawson area. The only men who would find
useful employment were those who could conduct hotels, stores,
or business of any sort.

The most successful, the men who

held the best claims, were Canadians, French, Norwegians,
northern Europeans, and men from Montana, as they were used
to rigourous climates. Miller's assessment of the food
supply proved to be optimistic as he joined the exodus from
33
Dawson when provisions dwindled in mid-winter.
A.N.C. Treadgold's articles from the Klondike appeared
in the Manchester Guardian in August and September 1898.
Treadgold arrived in Dawson in late June, but his first despatch was dated 5 August. In it he marvelled at the order
maintained in the camp. There was little, if any, crime and
although there were plenty of saloons they were kept under
control, "and to see them close at twelve on Saturday night
for a whole Sunday's rest is a sight to make a man think."
Treadgold also reported that there was some sickness in
Dawson, but it was hardly of epidemic proportions and the camp
was well served by doctors. His reports also reflected the
life and tone of Dawson.
The main street is nearly always crowded with men
trying to find one another...When you find your
man the two of you sit on the edge of the sidewalk
(raised a foot above the road for cleanliness)
and talk. This is a picturesque sight, to see
men of all nations, in all kinds of quaint garments,
standing or sitting at business in this main
street.
Sundays he particularly enjoyed. "On that day all was quiet,
little business was done, and as "the old familiar strains
of ancient hymns" stole through the clear northern air, he
fancied himself not so far from home after all.
The Reuters' special correspondent filed his first
story from Dawson on 12 July 1898. It was the first to
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discuss the iniquities of the territorial administration.
The royalty on gold production had retarded the development
of the country and reduced the demand for labour. Dawson
had become stagnant, economically as well as physically.
Worse than the royalty, however, was the fact that saloonkeepers, gamblers, and the owners of dance halls were free
from taxation. He continued:
The main street of Dawson is supposed to be a
business thoroughfare, but from end to end it is
an almost unbroken succession of saloons, dance
halls, and open gambling dens. The saloons dispense
the most pernicious kind of poison, which they
have the effrontery to call 'whiskey' at 50 c.
[sicl a thimbleful without the necessity of contributing in any way towards the expence of governing
the country.
He speculated that saloons paid nothing toward the maintenance of law and order because none was expected of them,
except for closing on Sunday. The rest of the week, both day
and night, they were a law unto themselves.
Raymond Auzias-Turenne went to the Klondike as the
representative of le Temps of Paris. His reports, bound and
published as Voyage au Pays des Mines d'Or le Klondike,
reflected an outlook more cosmopolitan than that of his
colleagues.
La nouvelle cité a pris la nocturne de Paris, la
croissance spontanée et la fébrile activitéé de
Chicago. Cosmopolite autant que Rome, elle compte
déjà, toutes proportions gardées, plus chiens que
Constantinople, et les dieux ont parmis qu'elle
fût hier prise d'assaut par un détachement de ces
dervishes hurleurs de Londres qui s'appellent
3 fi
l'Armée du Salut.
He was impressed by the order which existedlinDawson and com-
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plimented the police for controlling a town which had the
potential of the wild west. The population was largely
American, with a sizable number of French Canadians, French,
Swedes, and Russians, and a smaller number of Englishmen.
His description of Dawson's night life contained a list of
saloons, including the Eldorado where French was spoken, and
a comment on the dexterity with which they relieved the miners
of their gold.
Two of the better Klondike correspondents were women.
Flora Shaw was the colonial editor of the Times of London,
and, as she had visited gold camps in South Africa and Australia,
her views were especially interesting. Her letters from
Dawson were published in September 1898. The first letter,
filed on 27 July, described the climate of the Yukon as "neither
hot nor cold, nor wet nor fine, but a variable mixture of them
all." 37 The second characterized Dawson as a city of tents
and log cabins and men, and added some graphic description.
The main street, "which is nothing more than a lane of alternate bog-holes and dust-heaps stretching for about a mile
in length," was lined with saloons and sawmills, warehouses
and wharves. It was thronged both day and night, and her first
impression of Dawson was of "an unusually large number of
idle men." But if the men were idle, the city was the scene
of frantic industry.
The ceaseless sound of the sawmills,...the signs
of building, the unloading of freight upon the
wharves, the busy few who hustle each other in the
offices of the packers and the banks all give
evidence of some local source of activity and
wealth.
She went on to describe the music halls "where the idle drink,
dance, and gamble," and where gold dust was the medium of
exchange.
Shaw's third letter created quite a stir in official
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circles. In it she wrote of public health, conditions of
daily life, and concluded her series with a biting indictment
of the territorial administration. She traced the scurvy,
typhoid, and pneumonia which were prevalent in Dawson to the
temporary conditions which accompanied the rush into a region
that produced no food and where sanitary arrangements were
unknown. The "extreme discomforts" of daily life she attributed to the difficulty of transportation; "nobody possesses
anything which is heavy. The best private houses are log
cabins, of which the internal fittings would be despised by
an English labourer." She especially lamented the lack of
chairs and household linen. At the same time she was struck
by "the contrast between the wealth which men have come to
seek and the extremities of poverty in which they are content
to live." The bulk of the letter, however, concerned the
deplorable administration of the Klondike district. One of
her biographers depicted her "revolutionary spirit." She
had supported the gold miners of the Rand against what she
regarded as Boer misrule, and in the Klondike she again sympathized with the miners.39 The general feeling in Dawson,
she wrote, was that the laws were bad and officials corrupt.
Not only were they corrupt, they were irresponsible and
negligent.
The insanitary condition of Dawson, situated as
the town is upon a swamp and devoid of the most
elementary provisions for cleanliness and health,
is a standing menace to the community. Typhoid is
permanently in the town; the death rate is abnormally
high; and there are as yet no signs of any measures
to be taken to avert the danger of a serious outbreak of epidemic.
The fault, she added, was not entirely local. But despite the problems, Shaw commented that if the gold fields
lived up to expectations, Dawson would soon be
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numbered among the prosperous centres of British settlement.
Soon after her return to London Shaw presented a paper
to the Royal Colonial Institute which related her final
impressions of Dawson. That the town was orderly and lawabiding was due as much to the social standing of its people
as to the manner in which the mounted police performed their
duties. The people of Dawson, she pointed out, were of a
class not usually associated with mining rushes. She drew
on her experience of gold camps elsewhere and suggested:
As Bendigo and Bathurst were but the beginnings
of the Australian development of gold, as Kimberley
and the Rand have shown the way to the internal
treasure-house, of South Africa, so Dawson is but
the threshold of new fields of wealth to be
41
opened in the northern district.
She concluded that with British capital and British experience,
the future of Dawson and the Klondike would be secure.
The second female correspondent was the Globe's "Faith
Fenton." 42 Fenton's reports were unique in that she travelled
to the Klondike overland with the Yukon Field Force, and
spent a much longer period at Dawson than any other correspondent. Her letters appeared regularly in the Globe during
the fall and winter of 1898 and the spring of 1899. She
arrived in Dawson in October 189 8 shortly before the city was
shut off from the "outside" by the freezing of the river.
The weather had turned cold and although she believed that
it was impossible to be comfortable in a tent, "from present
appearances there will be hundreds of tents used as residences
in Dawson during the approaching season." She also predicted
much sickness and hunger because of the "improvidence" of a
large proportion of the population. 43 As winter set in her
letters conveyed Dawson's sense of isolation: "Think of itl
A city of 16,000 souls, and the centre of a district of
30,000, a live busy city, with its streets thronged with men,
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its busy warehouses, its growing interests and civic problems,
shut away entirely for at least three months in the year."
Dawson was a world of its own; already it had electric light,
trains, roads, a water supply, fire protection, and "all the
other problems of the world civic." Incorporation, she
believed, was only weeks away. 44
In the last week of January 1899 the Globe ran Fenton's
response to Shaw's charges of corruption: "There are difficulties of administration that even Miss Shaw, with all her
ability, could not possibly comprehend within the limits of
two or three weeks' stay in the territory." 45 Fenton spent
more than a few weeks. In January 1900 she married Dr.
J.N.E. Brown, the Yukon's medical health officer, and made
her home in Dawson.
Not to be outdone by the newspapers, a few magazines
sent their own correspondents to the Klondike. In the
summer of 1897 Harper's Weekly sent Edwin Tappan Adney.
His eight part series ran that fall and winter and formed
46
the basis of The Klondike Stampede of 1897-1898.
Both the
articles and book were profusely illustrated with his original
photographs. Dawson was a year old when he arrived, and it
consisted of about 300 buildings and twice as many tents.
He described the government reserve with its complement of
barracks and offices, listed the saloons and stores in the
commercial district, and expressed his amazement at the
ceaseless activity of some of its residents. He found
saloons to be the centre of Dawson's social life, and their
proprietors to be "men of honour and character, respected in
a community where a man was valued...in proportion to his
manliness and intrinsic worth." He related his experiences
at the Opera House, at "Pete's Place," at the Eldorado Café,
and in an unnamed hotel. In winter, the pace of life slowed
and Dawson's
most obvious feature was its dogs. But
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when spring arrived buildings of every description sprang
up "like mushrooms in a night from the black reeking bog of
Dawson." The spring of 1898 left its impression on him,
as the Yukon overflowed its banks and left Dawson under five
feet of water. As the flood subsided, people poured into
the city. The influx was more than it could bear. The
already terrible sanitary conditions were compounded by the
lack of drainage and dearth of public conveniences. Within
days the first hospital was filled with men suffering from
typhoid, malaria, or dysentery, and there were three or
four deaths every day. If the conditions of life did not
enhance Dawson's appearance, however, the work of the mounted
police certainly did. Their control was "as perfect as one
could expect," and they kept Dawson as orderly as any city
on the continent. Adney's portrait of Dawson, in sum, was
. .
.
.
.
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vivid and comprehensive and filled with studious observations.
Adney was about to leave Dawson when Frederick Palmer
arrived. Sent by Scribners, Palmer echoed many of Adney's
remarks, perhaps because their journalistic eyes focused
on the same things. Palmer, however, could turn a phrase
and his book and articles are delightful reading. When he
arrived "the townsite was reeking with bad odours, and the
hospital was full." 48 His comments left no doubt about
Dawson's status as a pleasure resort:
Along the thawing bog called the main street, littered
and odorous from sanitary neglect, were two rows
of saloons and gambling-halls, with mining brokers'
offices and the stores of shrewd speculators in
food supplies, who always had one can of condensed
milk for $2.50, one can of butter of $5, and one
pound of sugar for $1.50, and assured you that
they were the last in the country. To look out
across the flat toward the mountains was to see
scattered cabins and piles of tin cans, which at
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once let one into the culinary secrets of an isolated
49
community composed largely of men.
The townsite itself was "liquid, mushy, or as flinty as
frozen ground can be," depending on the season. When he
was there, most of it was under water. 50 Behind the fine
rhetoric, however, lay some acute insights. He noticed that
Dawson contained two communities: the old timers who followed
the manners and customs of the old camps, and the more worldly
new arrivals. As the "pilgrims" continued to arrive the
older customs were contaminated and swept away. This
"pilgrimage" contained large numbers of the "parasitic
class", women of the 'demi-monde', prize-fighters, speculators,
capitalists, bankrupt shopkeepers, and né'er-do-Lwell sons.
Palmer had nothing but contempt for the stable attendants
turned clerks and inspectors who administered the Klondike.
Official policy was characterized by neglect. Sanitary regulations did not exist, and all public improvements, including
hospitals, were financed by public subscription. The gold
commissioner's office was utterly corrupt, and "Dawson
represented the British system at its worst...a superficial
officialdom stifled all enterprise." The mounted police
were the only officials who merited respect, and they alone
kept order in Dawson. Palmer concluded that the United
States held the "front door" to the Klondike, and that it
could be used with great effect in the negotiations over the
Alaska boundary.
The rush to the Klondike occurred at the transition
stage in publishing when photographs began to replace lithographs in illustrated magazines. The change had not been
completed in 1898, and a few publishers assigned special
artists to join the stampede and send back first hand pictorial
reports. The London Graphic sent Edward Fripp. Fripp
regarded himself as unsuited for such a rigourous journey
and his reports were hardly complimentary. He submitted
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18 phlegmatic letters on the miseries of the trail and some
decidedly pessimistic ones from Dawson. He was appalled by
the speed with which men drank their gold away, and never
felt comfortable where almost everyone was American. He
could not wait to escape. 52
The Illustrated London News also despatched a special
artist, Julius Price. His 12 part series, run under the headline "From Euston to Klondike," was also published in book
form under the same title. Price recalled his first view
of Dawson:
Try and picture to yourself a wide flat stretch
of marshy ground, with a background of high hills,
on the shore of a mighty river rushing swiftly by;
and cover this shore with as many tents of all shapes
and sizes as your imagination can picture. In the
water and along the beach facing these tents place
hundreds of the roughest wooden boats and of all
imaginable builds, some afloat, others drawn up
on the shingle. Then draw further on your imagination and see a big and motley crowd of men and women
and children, in all sorts and conditions of garb,
round and about the tents, boats and everywhere ;
and above all a blazing sun, and plenty of dust
blown about by a persistent wind, - and you have
Dawson, the golden city, as it appeared to me as
I landed on the 14th of June 1898. 5 3
In that month, Dawson was the scene of frenzied bustle and
activity. Prices were astronomical. Price discovered that
a shave, "and a dirty one at that," cost six shillings in a
shop that "would have disgraced the meanest street in the east
end of London." He noticed, however, that it was the old-timers
who spent freely, while newcomers kept track of every dollar.
Violent crime was almost unknown, and he felt safer on Front
Street than he had on the Thames embankment. He, too, was
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surprised to find that Sunday really was a day of rest, and he
found the calm to be very soothing and relaxing. In the end,
however, despite his positive reaction to Dawson, Price decided
that Dawson was a place worth visiting only once, 54
If they did not send correspondents, most major periodicals
printed manuscripts which they received. These tended to concentrate on the perils of the trip northward, but few neglected
to mention Dawson. In November 189 6 Scribner's Magazine published Fred Funston's recollections of his journey down the
Yukon River in 1893. He remembered passing the big Indian
village of "Klonjeck" on his way to Forty Mile.55 After news
of Carmack's strike spread round the world, however, every
periodical had at least one Klondike article, most of which
referred to Dawson. An anonymous contributor to the Outlook
in August 1897 noted that Dawson had sprung up "as if by magic"
and anticipated giant growth.
Harry de Windt, a professional
traveller who had set off to investigate the possibilities of
an intercontinental railway across the Behring Straits, predicted
that the Klondike would rival, if not surpass, Coolgardie and
Johannesburg. Dawson, he wrote, was like most Alaskan cities,
"a squalid collection of log-huts."57 Mark Wade described
Dawson as a victory over inhospitable climate and added that the
heat and drought of Coolgardie were insignificant compared
to "the privations and hardships experienced by the gold
seekers in this f a r , frozen

North-land."
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In 1898 the n u m b e r of a r t i c l e s a b o u t the K l o n d i k e

rose

dramatically. T.C. Down produced several. In one he described
Dawson as a town of tents set upon a great moss flat. He went
on: "The filth and stench which assailed you as you walked
along the main street were positively poisonous," for the
"eternal frost" below the surface made drainage impossible.
Buildings were put up on this "festering mass of putrid muskeg"
and they would be injured if any attempt at drainage affected
the frost beneath. The result was typhoid fever which bred
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in the refuse that remained on the surface. 59

The British

Columbia Mining Record published a special Klondike issue which
noted that once builders were forced to stay within the lines
of their properties Dawson would resemble a well-laid out
frontier town.
In a later issue the Record described Dawson
as "the most remarkable mining camp in the wide world." The
article estimated Dawson's population to be 30,000, which made
61
it larger than Vancouver or Victoria.
J. Gordon Smith listed
the establishments in Dawson's business section, and concluded
that life there was very wearying, if the looks of the old62
timers were any indication.
John Sidney Webb went north to
establish a postal route for the Alaska Commercial Company.
He arrived in Dawson in August 1897 and found 40 cabins and
500 tents sprawled in a marsh. He wrote: "Dawson City seems
like a joke...this is where they have gold, millions of gold,
ft 3
J

and nothing better than a muddy swamp to live in."
Sam Stone
Bush described Dawson as "wide open." It was "the most wicked
in the history of camp towns" because there the miners compensated
64
for their monotonous life on the creeks.
In National
Geographic Hamlin Garland declared that Dawson had all the
features of the arctic zone: winters of darkness and summers
of light, perpetually frozen soil, little plant life, gnats
and mosquitoes, and the Yukon River was seldom open- for more
than three months. 65 According to Henry Lanier the order and
respect for property in Dawson arose from "the feeling that
each man is a potential millionaire." The article also contained an exaggerated account of the effects of the bites of
mosquitoes. 66
By 1899 the rush to the Klondike had begun to subside,
but the flood of periodical articles continued. P.T. Rowe,
the Episcopal bishop of Alaska, wrote that Dawson seemed, "so
far as I could see, free from drink, games of speculation, or
lawlessness of any kind." The crowd at the waterfront reminded
him of the midway at the Chicago World's Fair. The prevailing
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sickness he attributed to ill-cooked food and perhaps, to the
fact that the water was "impregnated with arsenic." All in
67
all, he found Dawson to be "a unique place."
A.A. Hill's
"The Klondike" contained several excellent photographs and a
text of limited reliability. He found the saloons which Rowe
had somehow missed, but he also had Dawson incorporated three
years ahead of time. After fire had destroyed "the greatest
mining camp the world ever saw" in October 1898, the citizens
of Dawson had rebuilt it in a fashion "that would do credit to
the architecture of a mature town in the states." With public
fi R
spirit so loyal and deserving, Dawson's future seemed rosy.
Ernest T. William's outlook, on the other hand, was less optimistic. He argued that the region was most assuredly not
"one in which any white man would choose to dwell save for the
purpose of accumulating a fortune quickly." The prospect of
a world turned into "a Midas's paradise" was not worth the
suffering and privations endured. 69
By 1900 the gold rush had ended and the exodus from
Dawson had begun. But the Klondike was still good copy, and
articles concerning it continued to appear. In one of the
finest commentaries on the gold camp, Angelo Heilprin discussed
changes Dawson had undergone since its first year. At the
end of 1899 the city was put in touch with the outside by
telegraph to Skagway and by regular steamer service to St.
Michael. The dangers to pedestrians had been overcome by a
comprehensive network of board sidewalks. Corrugated iron
facades, plate glass windows and redwood shelves and counters
had given the city's shops new dignity. The quality of hotel
rooms had risen, though they were still "decidedly third rate."
Women of refinement could walk the streets with their "finer
sensibilities" intact as "the houses and resorts of evil
repute" had been transferred from the centre of town to the
"tenderloin district." The music halls had hired better performers and some "real talent" sparkled behind the footlights.
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The city was even served by three daily newspapers and a telephone system. The most dramatic improvement, however, was in
the general tone of Dawson society. The departure of hundreds
of "bums" had had a good effect and a woman of "refinement
and culture" was no longer a rarity. He concluded that
Dawson entered 1900 as a city of 13,000, "with principles
cast largely upon a pure business basis, and with a future
that is bound in with the product of the soil." 70
The key was the "product of the soil." As gold production
declined so did Dawson. In 1901 Henry J. Woodside estimated
its population to be 7,000. In a well illustrated essay he
reiterated the changes noted by Heilprin, and added descriptions
of South Dawson, on the north bank of the Klondike, and West
Dawson across the Yukon. He also listed the public buildings,
churches and hospitals, hotels, commercial enterprises, and
utilities. He alluded to "a small but noisy band of 'incorporators'" but denied them any influence because public opinion
was not in favour of a charter for the city. While Woodside
may have been right about Dawson becoming "a city of wide
streets, pleasing blocks, and up-to-date conveniences of
every kind," he was wrong on the matter of incorporation. It
71
happened in less than a year.
In speeches to the Royal Colonial Institute and
Canadian Club of Toronto, F.C. Wade discussed the growth of
72
Dawson and the business future of the Klondike.
His optimism was reflected three years later in George L. Lamont
Gordon's "Dawson, Capital of the Yukon." This article captured the booster spirit of Dawson's declining years. In it,
Dawson emerged as "a steady, orderly, progressive Canadian city."
As gold production fell, the quartz deposits of the region
guaranteed Dawson's future. In the face of declining population, Gordon publicized Dawson's public amenities and religious institutions, and argued that things could only get better. The extension of the White Pass and Yukon Route Railway
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from Whitehorse to Dawson would be just the beginning. If
nothing else, the Yukon could become a tourist "Mecca", with
Dawson as its centre.

His argument reads much like a man trying
73
to convince himself that life there was better than it seemed.
By 1910 much of the optimism had disappeared. In that
year A.G. Sinclair described Dawson as making no pretence to
beauty.
Its mushroom history is written on its face. It
contains many a poor little cabin and hastily constructed business place. Third Avenue, now the
chief business street, contains some fine shops, but
many mean and dilapidated buildings. No attempt is
made to keep it trim. 74
In the residential section well-kept cabins alternated with
deserted ones. The town was not built for eternity; "its
inhabitants are not citizens but sojourners in a strange land."
Still, Dawson had electric light, water works, telephones,
some fine public buildings and civic facilities. Prices
remained high, but so did wages, and "there is no place in
the world where a workingman with steady work is better off,"
in summer. In winter the cold was bearable, but Sinclair
confessed that the darkness was extremely depressing. He
did not, however, mourn the passing of the wide-open town
of myth and legend, and with the closing of the last dancehall in 1909, it was laid to rest. Dawson was then "as good
and as respectable a place to live in as there is in Canada."
But it had one insurmountable drawback. It was a little
world in itself, and after a time its residents were overcome
by lonelxness.
K
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Dawson's reputation as a boominq, brawling and bawdy frontier
town was created by newspaper reporters and magazine writers.
To them Dawson was a great curiosity, an unsophisticated
mining camp which had risen on a bog. When they were there,
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the accessories of civilization had not arrived, and most
left before Dawson became stable. They saw Dawson as a raw
and wild youth, and their portrait became accepted as the
standard version.
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Memoirs and Autobiographies

For many of its participants the Klondike rush was the highlight of their lives and they were determined to leave posterity a record of their adventures.

The first volumes of

reminiscences appeared before the turn of the century when
public interest was at its peak, but they continued to be
produced throughout the next 6 0 years as their authors harked
back to their younger days.

A few recent scholars have de-

rided these works as emotional and inaccurate and of little
value to "factual" studies.

Frank Duerden, for example, sug-

gested that they did little more than reflect the predominant
character types involved in the rush, "the romantics, the
76
adventurers, the misfits."
But, if they were not always
absolutely correct, these volumes captured the ethos of the
period, and they throb with a life and excitement which is
sadly lacking in the more arid thematic studies.
Errors, of course, there were and in large proportions.
As time went on and memories clouded over, names were forgotten, directions confused, and numbers exaggerated.
Thomas Wiedemann, for example, recalled meeting "Gold Tooth
Gertie" and watching the "Royal Yukon Police."

He also
77
walked north through Dawson to get to Klondike City.
Mont
Hawthorne remembered that the Hudson's Bay post was "right
78
nice, too."
According to one account, Dawson's population
in 1898 was well over 50,000.

Others deliberately inven-

ted things to make their recollections more exciting.
Robert Dunn had seen a chain gang clearing the streets of
snow and regretted missing the first public execution of
79
1900.
Jan Welzl claimed to have been in Dawson the day
80
the "beautiful lady" from Paris was hanged for theft.
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Pernaps the worst was Frank; canton.

An Oklanoma gunsimger

turned U.S. marshall, he was sent to clean up Circle City.
On his way he passed through Dawson, which he found to be
"a picture of blood and glittering gold dust" where men
81
fought over women and cut each other's throats for gold.
Fortunately he did not dally there. Finally, some of the
narratives were just badly written. C.S. Hamlin wrote:
"We lay no claim to a scholarly written account of that which
we offer; but we do say that with many thousand days put in
at those Northland camps we should be able to make our real
82
characters vividly seen." J This one merely betrayed its
author's lack of formal education.
The memoirs, better than any other sources, relate how
Dawson first appeared to the new arrivals. In 1896 William
Haskell passed the low stretch of ground just below the
mouth of the Klondike, but it never dawned on him that a
83
city would rise on that site.
In the fall of that year
Joe Ladue moved his sawmill there and staked out his townsite.
When William Ogilvie arrived in January 1897 he found the
flat covered with scrub timber and a few large trees. Across
the Klondike, however, on what was to become "Lousetown," he
saw that a few white men had purchased Indian cabins and
opened a couple of saloons.
By the spring of 1897 a city of tents had begun to take
shape, but Dawson did not really boom until the summer
of the following year. Most of the stampeders travelled
the last distance by water and first saw Dawson as they
rounded a bend in the Yukon. Fifty years later Nevill
Armstrong recalled how it appeared.
At first it was but a bundle of white dots on the
side of the hill, but as we drew closer I began
to make out myriads of cabins, huts, boats,
rafts and warehouses, and when at long last we
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fussed up to the landing-stage, there must have
been a full thousand men of every nationality
85
assembled there.
Bert Parker expected a city, but saw only a camp, "for there
was nothing about it that measured up to our ideas of what
oc

a city should be." ' Angelo Heilprin found a city, but one
which reminded him of a river in China because there were
87
so many boats tied up at the waterfront.
Emily Craig
Romig arrived after nightfall and remembered that "the sides
of the mountains were all covered with little lights that
88
looked like little stars." " The more prosaic writers merely
89
described Dawson as a city of tents.
First impressions were often lasting. Michael MacGowan
felt that Dawson was something like an Irish country town.
It was called a city, but then anywhere miners could get
supplies was called a city. 90 Dawson was not at all what
Mont Hawthorne had expected. He had seen other mining camps
and was surprised to find "regular streets" and "nice buildings." 91
Alice Lulu Craig was appalled: "I had never looked upon
a more miserable place than it appeared to me upon the evening
that I first saw it."92 Frances Gillis, on the other hand,
was quite happy to be there: "Almost at once I liked the
muddy gold-crazy settlement of shacks and tents." In the
end she spent twenty years in the Klondike as the wife of
a Dawson dentist.9 3
As they disembarked from their scows or steamers the
new arrivals got a closer look at Dawson. Heilprin commented
that his first sensation upon reaching dry land was distinctly
moist. Dogs and goats, he averred, could drown on Dawson's
streets. 94 The journey from the landing place to hotels or
camping spots was sometimes the first experience of the
rigours of life in the Klondike. The streets began "quite
grandly" at the waterfront but "petered off into stump-filled
colloid quagmires of deep muddy lanes, and at last into
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'squirrel tracks'."95

Arthur Walden asserted that "the main

street was nothing but a sea of mud" in which pack horses
and mules always became stuck. He also repeated the story
of a man who walked its length on the corpses of dead
animals. 96 Mary Lee Davis contributed a paragraph:
The streets of Dawson? Piles of winter wood,
waiting to be sawed, formed a barricade in front
of many a shop; lumber for new buildings crowded
upon the upraised wooden sidewalks; sawhorses and
a million chips from thousands of slain trees were
strewn upon the right of way; stumps of trees still
made a devious detour for teamsters in the outer
'Avenues'. In rainy weather the whole open space
was jelly or was soup, from sidewalk to sidewalk. 97
She added, however, that Dawson's streets were as wide and
as straight as the boulevards of any city. They were also
lined with all sorts of signs and notices. One in particular
caught Nevill Armstrong's eye; it was for an undertaker who
guaranteed his embalming and shipment to the outside.
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Along with stumps and signs, the streets were filled with
men.

Jeremiah Lynch thought Front Street was as crowded

as the Strand or Broadway, and Richard Anzer added that the
groups only moved aside when horse-drawn vehicles drew near.
If the streets were deplorable in 1898, by the fall of
1899 they had been much improved.

The days of "engulfing

mires" were over and it was possible to walk from one end
of Dawson to the other on wide board sidewalks.

Lynch went

so far as to compare a promenade in Dawson to a walk along
the Strand, as Front Street had been sewered and

graded.

With the experience of Dawson's thoroughfares behind
them, the newcomers arranged for shelter.

Most relied on

tents, but the few who could afford them, went to hotels.
Dawson's finest hostelry was the Fairview on Front Street.
Its proprietor, Belinda Mulrooney, imported cut-glass
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chandeliers, silverware, china, brass beds, and installed
steam heat and electric lights. While the furnishings
may have been luxurious they could not compensate for the
fact that the interior walls were of canvas covered with
wallpaper.
Edith Tyrrell stayed at the Fairview on her
first visit to Dawson, and found it "a fire-trap, lighted
with oil lamps." Privacy was impossible.
This room had no pretence of a lock and the
door would stay shut only when some furniture
was put against it. The partitions were of wood,
and any knots there were had been pushed out.
Anyone walking along the hall could look in.
Occasionally I saw an eye at the keyhole, for the
hotel was crowded and people seemed to be passing
constantly through the hall. 102
If that were not enough, the noise from the bar and Turkish
baths kept her awake at night. And the Fairview, she believed, was Dawson's finest hotel.
Outside the hotels the new arrivals joined the thousands
of men who wandered aimlessly up and down the streets or
drifted into the saloons. Arthur Walden contended that
103
saloons and gambling-halls were Dawson's chief industries.
The town had hardly been established when Joseph Ladue opened
the first saloon, and where there was one, others followed.
When Michael MacGowan arrived every second building was a
public house, and they were the best built places in the
city. 104 The first had been temporary canvas-covered structures
or rough log shacks which had been dismantled and shipped
to Dawson from Circle City and other camps downriver. As
time went on, and as men poured into Dawson, better and larger
buildings replaced these primitive parlours. There were
also plenty of them. When Willard Dobbin arrived he found
Dawson full of saloons and dance-halls with about one each
105
of all other kinds of business.
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As the rush to the Klondike approached its crest the
saloons were always full, not only with thirsty men but with
prospective miners seeking information. A half dozen were
larger than the rest and they were able to contain "hundreds
106
of people."
The best known, Harry Ash's "Northern," Bill
McPhee's "Pioneer," Bill Gates' "Monte Carlo," and the "M &
N," had a room for gambling at the back where patrons were encouraged to risk their gold at poker, faro, roulette, and other
games of chance. These institutions did double duty as music
107
halls and "ballrooms."
With beer, whiskey, and cigars
selling for 50£, champagne for $30 a pint, and better champagne for $40, William Haskell estimated that few took in
less than $300 per day. One, in fact, made $124,000 in a
10 8
summer.
Bartenders made a little for themselves by
109
keeping their fingers wet when weighing gold dust.
While the saloons "did a thriving business," Basil Austin
complained that they "looked frowsy and smelt no better."
The poor excuse for whiskey tasted like "carbolic acid"
and the pianos made an awful racket. They were so badly
out of tune that anybody "could have improved them with a
monkey wrench."
He found it hard to believe that men who
had worked, sweated and frozen could throw away their gold
in such wretched surroundings.
If the saloons were busy in the summer, in winter they
became the centres of Dawson's social life. "~ When the
days were cold and the nights were long, it was the warmth
and light rather than the liquor and scantily clad women,
112
which appealed to lonely miners in from the creeks.
Marshall Bond thought that, if they ruined a few, the saloons
kept most men from going insane.113 There was always someone
there. Saloons were open 24 hours a day, every day except
Sunday, and even then Stratford Tollemache alleged that they
all had a back door where they dispensed libations on the
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Sabbath.
Some of the saloons also served as dance halls and boasted
dance hall girls. These halls became a great attraction, and
Henry Toke Munn remembered the arrival of some "clever" girls
115
from San Francisco.
Scotty Allan recalled that Dawson's
dance hall girls were attractive enough to men who had been
isolated in the wilds for months or years, but he guessed
that they would have been "pretty terrible compared with
any ordinary woman back home."
To Basil Austin, "the
hand-painted women" resembled crumpled paper flowers and he
thought the miners "just damn fools to swap pure gold for
117
such bait."
A woman's description was even more caustic.
Luella Day wrote:
The women in these dance-halls were not what you
would call raving beauties, but there was a frank
exposure of such charms as they imagined they had,
for they wore dresses abbreviated at both ends,
thus displaying their necks and arms and their
legs up to their knees. They were largely Canucks
or Canadian French, and they ranged in ages from
children 12 years old to old women of 6 0, gray118
haired but hopeful.
Mary Lee Davis, on the other hand, made it clear that to be
a dance hall girl did not, of necessity, carry "an erotic
implication." 119 Jeremiah Lynch elaborated. Many of these
women had drifted into Dawson only to find there was no work
for them. He continued, "It was costly for women to live in
those days, and there was little leisure for reflection or
opportunity for returning." Unless she had means or relatives, a woman's only recourse was the dance hall, for there
was no "decent employment" available. "Morality," he concluded, "is under some conditions of life a question merely
of necessity and self-protection." 120 According to Robert
Kirk, however, the women of the dance halls were always well
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behaved and the "ribald scenes and shocking familiarity" that
were supposed to occur in Dawson dance halls never did take
place.

He advised people wishing to see such things to go to
older more "civilized" countries.121 Lynch added that few
women went to the dance halls for recreation because they had
to run a gauntlet of "scores of men, spitting, smoking,
swearing, drinking, and gambling." Emily Romig persuaded
her husband to take her to one, but she confronted more than
122
she expected, became frightened, and soon wanted to leave.
As time went on some of the dancehalls were converted
into theatres where singing, dancing, and one or two act plays
were presented. These performances attracted large audiences
and Thomas Wiedemann recalled that unless he got there early,
he had to stand behind the crowd and it was difficult to see
123
the stage through the clouds of tobacco smoke.
Kirk
commented that the theatre in Dawson was "neccessarily quite
a burlesque on the English and American institution." One
programme was of the music hall variety as it included song
and dance artists, a clog dancer, a wrestling match, and an
exhibition of boxing. 124 Other nights there was less variety.
One old sourdough described "a good show" by a new "seriocomic . "
She is slick as a ptarmigan and done one of the
finest and completest undressing acts you ever
seen. And every one of them things she taken
off was thrown to the audience, and, believe me,
4-v,
i , 125
they were a plenty.
This particular evening was capped off with some magic
lantern slides of William McKinley and William Jennings
Bryan. Although "theatricals" were very popular in Dawson,
Mary Lee Davis thought some of them were "pretty awful",
1 2 fi
but, she admitted, the audiences were not critical.
In 1899 theatres received that new invention, "Edison's
Projectoscope", and patrons were treated to moving pictures
127
of the battle of Manila and the destruction of the Maine.
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But the cinematograph could not replace live performers and
Vaudeville remained strong in Dawson well into the 20th cen128
tury.
While saloons, dance halls, and theatres were the most
noticeable buildings, there were others in Dawson. At first
it was a city of tents. There were tents of all shapes and
sizes, some on frames and "some looked as though the occupants
were holding them up with their hands." Bert Parker added
that some of the cabins "looked as though they had been put
129
up by ten-year-old boys."
The closely packed tents reminded Angelo Heilprin of an army gathering or some religious
camp meeting; "walking between them might be considered to be
a branch of navigation." The Front Street warehouses of the
Alaska Commercial Company and North American Transportation
and Trading Company, he continued, were the only real buil. town.
.
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dings in
As people poured in, building went on at top speed, and
the sawmills could not meet the demand for lumber. Prices escalated, and William Haskell remarked that a comfortable cabin
131
in Dawson cost as much as a brownstone residence in New York.
The typical cabin was little more than a shack built of logs
chinked with moss with three feet of sawdust on the floor and
a roof of boards from a dismantled boat covered with a foot of
132
earth.
Eudora Ferry complained that they were difficult
to weatherproof because the shifting of the permafrost knocked
133
the chinking from between the logs.
As Dawson slowly became a town of wood, it also became more
susceptible to fire, and three years in succession its business
district burned to the ground.
Each time everything was rebuilt on a larger and more permanent foundation.
By 1900 the danger of fire was diminished as more buildings
were made of galvanized iron and tin. Log cabins still appeared,
but they were better built and more attractive than their
primitive forbears. M. L. Paillard wrote:
Il y a de jolies petites maison, très coquettes,
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très bien arrangés, avec de petits jardins où poussent des
fleurs, de la salade, etc."[sic] 135 In 1901, after a year's
absence, Jeremiah Lynch returned to find several two storey
houses, and a new courthouse which looked like "a palace
136
with its three story and colonnaded Doric front."
And
in 1904 Sarah Patchell was pleased to find Dawson dotted with
comfortable hotels, beautiful churches, large hospitals, and
~.
.
fine
homes.137
The character of Dawson's buildings depended on its
people.

Almost invariably the writers of memoirs described

Dawson as the most cosmopolitan mining camp the world had
ever seen. Almost from the beginning its population was
polyglot. There were Canadians, Englishmen, Arabs, Austrians,
Australians, Belgians, Chinese, Danes, Dutch, Finns, French,
Germans, Greeks, Indians, Italians, Japanese, Norwegians,
u
Russians, Spaniards, and Swedes. 138
But by far the largest
number were Americans. They included gold seekers, traders,
packers, shopkeepers, professional men and "a goodly but ungodly scattering of crooks and camp followers."139 As men
poured into the Klondike, conditions became overcrowded and
there never was enough work. Angelo Heilprin declared that
it was not difficult to see what most of them did. "They
were simply loitering,...never had I experienced anything
comparable." 14 0 Thousands of men reached Dawson only to find
it not what they expected, and were content to return home
after tramping the streets for a few days. Harry Suydam
contended that it was the old miners rather than "the
farmers and dudes" who left first.141 Jeremiah Lynch was
struck by their sobre disposition: "Men walked the long street,
conversed of prospects and new discoveries, even drank and
gambled, with sedate mien and little laughter. There was
no flippancy in their discourse, such as would be witnessed in
similar American camps." Although most of them were good
142
fellows, he added, few could be mistaken for college graduates.
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The large number of Americans made public holidays a
problem for Canadian officials. According to Arthur Walden
everyone celebrated Queen Victoria's birthday in 1898.
But the first week of July was another question. It was
solved by having the celebrations of the first and the fourth
on the same day. Preparations for the great event were begun
weeks ahead of time. Mont Hawthorne suspected that there
was more than patriotism involved. By advertising far and
wide, the. "sporting crowd" hoped to draw the "suckers" into
town where they could fleece them. 143
According to Stratford Tollemache, Dawson was like every
mining camp in that it contained a large number of disaffected
men who merely waited around until they heard news of a
fresh strike. Robert Kirk added that it was impossible to
interest a floating population in public improvements, and
thus explained that the lack of a sewage sustem was respon144
sible for the epidemics of typhoid fever.
Nevill Armstrong recalled being warned to stay out of Dawson as the town
was ridden with typhoid and the streets were littered with
145
the dead.
Everyone Hawthorne knew came down with it, and
Tollemache remembered that funeral processions of the most
. .
146
primitive type constantly wound their way to the cemetery.
Funerals in Dawson were important events. Robert Kirk asserted that a feeling of community was created as strangers
joined together to provide decent burials for those who had
died alone.
At first, Dawson truly was a melting pot, and a town
148
where social boundaries were unknown.
But it soon became
stratified. Addison Mizner noted the first distinctions:
The 'kept' ladies never spoke to the dance hall
girls, although the performers rustled the boxes
and danced with 'friends,' they were very snooty
to those who merely danced. There was another
strata far below, mostly foreigners, who lived in
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a district all their own.
14 9
the others.

They were snubbed by

In the early years the number of respectable women was very
limited, and they occupied a privileged position.

But as

the gold rush subsided and the population became more stable,
Dawson became what Jeremiah Lynch called a "society city."
Women and children appeared on the streets, and men drove
around in buggies and carriages and wore top hats.

On his

return to Dawson in 1901 he was surprised to find a couple of
"good clubs," and noticed that dinner parties "with appropriate
150
costume" occurred almost daily.
When Edith Tyrrell arrived
the second time the rougher element had vanished, and she was
able to have tea with the wives of policemen.

In four years

Dawson had become like any city, and, Eudora Ferry believed,
more sophisticated than most.
If there was one point on which the memoirs agreed, it
was that the citizens of Dawson were law-abiding and well
behaved.

Indeed, the authors usually boasted that Dawson was
152
the most orderly mining camp the world had ever seen.

William Haskell believed that the severity of life in the
Yukon had kept out many desperate characters, and the people
who had come in were honest citizens accustomed to regulations.
Angelo Heilprin and Robert Kirk ascribed the small amount of
law-breaking to a combination of the "exceptional degree of
intelligence of the miners" and a "wholesome dread of the
154
Canadian Mounted Police."
Only a handful of writers criticized the North West
Mounted Police, and a few resented their imposition of
what was really martial law.

Luella Day was one.

Her The

Tragedy of the Klondike was a diatribe against Major Z.T.
Wood and other officials responsible for dispossessing her
of a claim on one of the creeks.

E.C. Trelawny-Ansell left

for Alaska because "these bloody officials and the noble
155
police stink to high heaven."
While others referred to

153

39

their "ideals of honour and integrity," Sarah Fell thought
that most of them "had sown enough wild oats ...to reap a
most bountiful harvest of tares."
Bert Parker related
an incident where Captain Harper of the N.W.M.P. stood naked
on his head and ate a pound of raw steak on the stage at the
Monte Carlo. 157 By far the largest number, however, referred
to the mounties as "splendid, loved, and respected."
The men of the N.W.M.P. were a conspicuous feature in
Dawson.

Because of them, wrote Walter Hamilton, "no one
158
expected to be robbed. No one feared for his life."
While they ruled Dawson with an iron hand, Edward Morgan said
they were seldom tyrranical in exercising authority. They
allowed no firearms on the streets of Dawson, and made no
outward display of weapons themselves.159 Not only did they
enforce the laws, sometimes they made them. In his autobiography Colonel Steele recalled that he had treated the
"loose characters who had come into the country" with the utmost
severity, and used heavy fines to furnish funds for the hospitals.
He draughted the regulations which required saloons to be
licenced, forbade their employment of minors, and made sure
that they left their lights on so that his men could see that
they were not doing business on Sunday.
But the mounties
were concerned with more than laws. Steele also recommended
the formation of a BoardofHealth and the appointment of
sanitary inspectors and medical health officers. And, before
he left Dawson, he had organized a volunteer fire department.
The mounties were not the only colourful figures to
patrol the streets of Dawson. As Mary Lee Davis put it:
"A scarlet coat might serve the embodied law, but scarlet
women were the most notable accents of Dawson's sights and
bright lights. A blind man could have sensed their common
presence and their influence."
No one seemed to know
where they came from and Nevill Armstrong thought they might
have sneaked into town at night. He continued: "In the first
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rush it always seems that the very worst and lowest type of
harlot puts in an appearance, the cast off creatures of the
nearest big towns or settlements....This is exactly what hap162
pened at Dawson."

They were everywhere, and it was diffi-

cult to walk down the streets without confronting them.

Be-

fore long, however, someone suggested that they should be confined to a designated area, "and all the known ladies of easy
virtue were herded together in what was called Hell's HalfAcre, situated almost in the centre of town."

Oft repeated

rumour had it that three prominent citizens had purchased the
lot and built the "rabbit hutches" in which the women were made
to live. Armstrong concluded that "it was a scandalous thing"
but not at all unusual, and the nature of the townsite made
16 2
it impossible to conceal the business.
In a curious little book, The Scarlet Life of Dawson,
Labelle Brooks-Vincent estimated that the "demi monde" numbered about 4 00 when Dawson was at its peak.

They occupied little

houses twelve feet wide and thirty to forty feet long, with
lace curtains, rugs, and pictures on the walls.
hutches, unpainted, cost $800 and rented for $30.

These
Their

inmates were a community among themselves and they looked
after themselves when suffering from illness or "misfortune."
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Angelo Heilprin wrote that there were fewer such houses in
Dawson than in any other comparable camp, and far less than
what there were in many places.

He also recalled that a

demand tax was levied on Dawson's "red aristocracy" to pay
part of the cost of two fire engines bought for the city.
After 1900, as women and children began to arrive in Dawson,
the brothels were moved across the Klondike and segregated
in Lousetown.

When the population declined, many of them

folded up because of lack of business, and in 1908 the last
16 6
one was closed by the authorities.
A few of the memoirs included specific references to the w o men involved.

According to Mary Lee Davis, they ran the gamut

from the graceful, elegant and charming to "the tawdry, cheap,
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vulgar and disgusting, sheer dirtiness and sluttish habits
16 7
of crudely painted creatures."
Trelawney-Ansell went even
further: the prostitutes in Dawson were the worst "of all the
predatory, gold-digging, disease eaten crooked female devils
this side of Hell." He also noted that they charged four
ounces of gold for fifteen minutes of "very hurried enter4
. •
4. -.168
tainment.
Dawson could have been a wide open town where anything
was possible, but it was not. It had saloons and dance halls
and brothels, but it also had its redeeming features. Mary
Lee Davis wrote that religion flourished side by side with
vice. There was a large Roman Catholic church with bells
and an organ, and the Presbyterians, Anglicans, Methodists
and Salvation Army all ran successful missions.169 Almost
all accounts referred to Father Judge, the "saint of Dawson"
who built St. Mary's Hospital, and mourned his early death..
Others mentioned Andrew Grant, a Presbyterian missionary,
and expressed admiration for his sermons and for his service
in Good Samaritan Hospital. Indeed, Grant built a fine church,
and St. Andrew's was the first self-supported congregation
in the Klondike. Charles Gibbons summed up the general impression conveyed by the memoirs: "In truth it was....a
unique frontier community of marked individuality with its
own golden rule of Fair Play for everyone, hard working and
as hard playing, liberal minded, generous, law respecting
and law obeying."
Indeed it was.
While the memoirs seldom mention the years after 1900,
three autobiographies describe life in Dawson in the 2 0th
century. Robert Service spent only a few years there, but
Martha Louise Black and Laura Berton lived in Dawson for a
good part of their lives. Service did not arrive in Dawson
until 1908, ten years after the height of the gold rush. By
then its population had fallen to under 4,000 and the city

42

was "on the way to become a ghost." The old landmarks remained,
but buildings were deserted and less than a third of the
cabins had human residents. There was still one dance hall,
but the churches and lodges soon forced it to close. Yet
Service found that there was much to do in Dawson, especially
in winter. He went to skating, snowshoing, sledding, and
card parties, and there were dances and balls at least
weekly. His description of Dawson's dinners reflected something of the "quality" of Dawson society: "even in the bestheated circles, one's feet were freezing under the table.
Silk socks and patent leather shoes were poor protection
against the cold." Service enjoyed Dawson, and he drew a
romantic picture of the abandoned town.
The log cabins, in their desolation, were pathetic
reminders of a populous past. I loved the midnight
melancholy of the haunted streets, with the misquided birds singing, and the neglected flowers
springing. As I pensively roamed these empty
ways, a solitary and dreamful mourner, ghosts were
all about me, whispering and pleading in the mystic
171
twilight."
When his royalties quaranteed him an income, Service refused
a promotion in order to remain in Dawson.
Mrs. Black's book, on the other hand, contains little
imagery or artistic merit. Henry J. Woodside dismissed her
as an "advertiser," and her autobiography confirms his judgment.
Her main claim to fame was her marriage to Tory placemen and
Yukon commissioner George Black and her election to the House
of Commons in his place in 19 35. My Seventy Years contains
the usual memoir account of her arrival in Dawson in 1898,
with its descriptions of Front Street with its saloons and
painted women. Apart from discussions of political matters
and the trappings of office, however, there is little comment
on life in Dawson during the next two decades.

She mentions

43

in passing the disappearance of gold dust as the medium of
exchange as Dawson settled down, the popularity of tennis as
a woman's sport in summer, and she does include a good account
of the annual Arctic Brotherhood Ball, the social event of
the year. There are even some comments on life at government
house. The vegetables grown in its greenhouse were a particular
source of pride. But too much of the book is an attempt to
convince the reader that "George" was wisdom personified and
172
that she was a very exceptional woman.
Mrs. Berton's autobiography, on the other hand, may be
the best book there is about Dawson. I Married the Klondike
contains vivid descriptions, acute observations, penetrating
insights, and real literary merit. She went to Dawson in
1907 to teach at the public school. At first the city appeared
"indescribably drab" as there were no trees and all the buildings
were painted grey. A few days later, she wrote:
I had a confused kaleidoscope impression of black
mud roads, deeply rutted and edged with great
ditches, of vast numbers of large and beautiful
dogs, of the black skeletons of frozen plants in
the window boxes, of hugh pansies smiling hardily
through frosted flower beds, of French evening
gowns in luxurious arrays in the dress shops, and
of meat at fifty cents a pound in the butcher shops exactly double the Toronto price. 173
Dawson's buildings were like "partitioned tents," as their
walls were made of thin boards covered with cotton and wallpaper. A city of Victorian proprieties, it was an American
island under Canadian rule. It was also a city of many nationalities, and the delicacies on the shelves of the shops re174
fleeted its cosmopolitan atmosphere.
On closer inspection, Mrs. Berton found Dawson to be
more colourful than she had expected. It was not a beautiful
city, but it had "character." There was no neatness to its
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checkerboard of streets and avenues, and many of its houses
were built of rough lumber. The false fronts, bay windows,
carved balustrades, and scrolled fretwork of its major structures
belonged to a school of architecture typical, she thought, of
western movies. That it was a town of transients could be
seen by the fact that all 28 hotels did a roaring business.
Yet Dawson was declining. Front Street remained lively, but
the second hand shops, junk yards, and vacant lots littered
with rusting tools were turning the parallel streets into
deserts. The rows of steamboats rotting in the boneyard were
"ghostly symbols" of Dawson's past. 175
As its glitter faded, the people of Dawson were determined "to keep up appearances." Grand "Edwardian style"
events were held, and social conventions were refined. The
reception at home became a Dawson institution, and only the
"socially acceptable" attended. The upper stratum consisted
of the commissioner and his wife, judges, N.W.M.P. officers,
clergymen, bank clerks, lawyers, nurses and teachers. Below
them came merchants and shopkeepers, and then labourers, police
constables, and miners. The lowest rungs were occupied by
dance hall girls, prostitutes, half breeds and Indians.
There was no contact between the people at the bottom and
the respectable folk at the top. 175
Mrs. Berton also documents Dawson's steady decline.
By 1911 the city's population had fallen to 2,000 and people
continued to trickle from it "like water from a leaky barrel."
The sidewalks had become rickety, the ditches clogged with
weeds, cabins decrepit; buildings leaned at odd angles, shops
were boarded up or demolished; the cemetary was full and the
houses were empty. Ten years later the city had withdrawn
even further into its core. There were only 800 people in
Dawson then. West Dawson had vanished and Klondike City was
empty and dead. Eighth Avenue was almost abandoned and Nineth
was overgrown with brush and weeds. The pattern of social
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life continued, but the social lines were far less rigid.
Worse still, Whitehorse, that upstart to the south, had begun
to challenge Dawson's metropolitan stature. Whitehorse
grew, Dawson dwindled. While Mrs. Berton never thought of
Dawson as a ghost town, in the end she was ready to concede
177
that an artificial city lay on the banks of the Klondike.
The rush to the Klondike was one of the first international events to be recorded by the camera. If a picture is
worth a thousand words, the photographs of Dawson complement,
if not equal the best of the memoirs. They show Dawson's
growth from a handful of shacks to a glittering city with
quagmires for streets and saloons full of miners. Hundreds
of stampeders carried box Kodaks and sent their films home to
be developed, but it was professional photographers with bulky
cameras, cases of wet plates, and sled loads of chemicals
who best captured the sights and scenes of the Klondike.
7Among the first was Frank La Roche. His picture book of
Klondike scenes included four of Dawson, one of which bore
the caption: "Men with mining interests that count up to six
figures live in cabins that the average negro on a Southern
17 8
plantation would refuse to occupy." u J.P. Prather published
two volumes of photographs by Case and Draper of Skagway, in
179
which there was a handful of plates of Dawson.
The best known of the photographers was A.E. Hegg. Hegg
arrived in Dawson in 1898 and remained there until 1901. In
that time he recorded its transformation from a town of tents
to a metropolis of clapboard. He captured its townsfolk at
work and at play, when celebrating holidays and when fighting
fires, at grand balls in the Pioneer Hall and on the boardwalks
of Paradise Alley. Selections of his 1898 work have been published twice, by Ethel Becker in 194 9 and by Murray Morgan in
1967. In each case an inadequate text served only to emphasize
18 0
Hegg's skill and handiwork.
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There is one other album which deserves mention:
Zaccarelli's Pictorial Souvenir Book of the Golden Northland.
The text of this volume suggests that it was prepared by the
Dawson Board of Trade, as it does little more than list the
city's commercial possibilities and public amenities. There
are, however, excellent photographs of Dawson in the early
years of the 2 0th century, when the town appeared as stable
181
and as permanent as any comparable southern city.
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Accounts by Travellers and Adventurers

Despite the asperities of travel to the Klondike, a few people
visited the region for reasons other than to search for gold.
In the years before the stampede surveyors and geologists
paddled down the Yukon and up the Klondike. A handful of men
and women of independent means joined the gold rush to see
the cause of such excitement, and in its aftermath tourists
went to Dawson to walk among the ruins of "the city of gold."
Josiah Edward Spurr, a geologist with the American geological
survey was in the mining regions of the Yukon when Carmack
made his discovery. Spurr recalled that on his way to meet
Joe "La Du" at Sixty Mile he had passed a village of about
two hundred Indians at the confluence of the Yukon and the
Klondike. The Indians had called the place "Thron-duc" or
fish water because there the salmon turned to enter the smaller
stream. The miners had corrupted "thron-duc" into Klondike,"
182
and the Indian village had been replaced by Dawson.
It was the discovery of gold and the ensuing migration,
however, which drew travellers to the Klondike. J.H.E.
Secretan was one of the first. In 1897 he took charge of a
small expedition whose main object was "plunder," and the
following year vented his spleen at the whole region. The
second chapter, "Dissipation," relates Secretan's arrival at
Dawson after weeks on the trail. He found several hundred
tents stuck in "perpetually frozen muskeg," with a few dancehalls and saloons, and a saw-mill "picturesquely situated in
about the centre of the main street." He complained about the
noise, the confusion, and the "villainous odours" and remarked
that "in the midst of mud, refuse, roots, bushes and filth
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of all kinds, there was a swearing, sweating mob of reeking
humanity."

The atmosphere at Dawson was hardly pleasant.

The

whiskey dished up by the saloons was the worst American kind,
the perpetual daylight was intolerable, the mosquitoes were
absolutely voracious, and the population was devoid of congenial souls with whom to swap ideas.

He set up a "suburban

retreat" down river from Dawson, but even there he was not
content.

The loneliness and "unattractiveness" of the wilder18 3
ness bore down on him and he resolved to make a swift escape.
Two of the more unusual tourists arrived in Dawson at
the height of the rush in 1898.

Mary Hitchcock and Edith Van

Buren, two wealthy American dowagers, had resolved to see the
new Eldorado first hand.

Nevill Armstrong travelled on the

same steamer, and half a century later was still amused by
the "outfits" they had brought with them.

Their accoutre-

ments included two great canines, fifty pigeons, some canaries,
a portable bowling alley, and a marquee tent.
also made a lasting impression.

Their attire

They wore knit jerseys, blue

serge knickers, short rubber boots, stetsons, and leather
holsters with six-guns

- "a most peculiar get-up, especially

considering they were big women with much embonpoint!"
Compared with Armstrong's recollections, Mrs. Hitchcock's
book is rather disappointing.

It contains little more than
185
the usual memoir description of Dawson in 1898.
The decade after the turn of the century saw several
travellers pass through Dawson.

dentist, was Dawson in 1902.

W.S. Edwards, a West Virginia

He found it a modern town with

all the appurtenances of civilization: streets gravelled and
"fairly kept," good houses, telephones and electric lights,
foundaries artd machine shops, fine churches and hospitals, public
buildings and a governor's "palace."
"metropolitan airs."

Dawson also put on

Its stores and shops were pretentious

and filled with expensive and extravagant wares.
of 6,000 was a curious aggregate

The population

of people who habituated
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splendid bar-rooms and "gilded gambling-hells

[sicl."

But

they were well-dressed, and an air of prosperity still lingered
about the town.
Dawson also purportedly played host to one of the bestknown gentlemen explorers of the time.

Harry de Windt wandered

through the Yukon twice, both times on attempts to travel
from New York to Paris via Siberia.

In 1896 he had stopped

at an Indian village at the mouth of the Klondike and, "strange
as it may seem, the name of Thron-Duick is chiefly associated
187
in my mind with clean Indians and a good square meal."
By the time he got around to writing of his adventures, Klondike was a household word, and de Windt took advantage of
the opportunity to publish Through the Gold Fields of Alaska
to Bering Strait.

It may not have been any better than his other

travel books, but the magic word "goldfields" in its title
guaranteed its sale.

An Alaska scholar, William R. Hunt, has

charged that de Windt's description of the Chilkoot Pass was
18 8
a fabrication and falsification of geographic fact.
Examination of de Windt's voluminous comments on Dawson, which
189
he had not seen, strengthens Hunt's allegations.
De
Windt returned to Alaska with a second expedition in 1903,
but his observations were no more reliable than his first
ones.

In From Paris to New York by Land he estimated Dawson's

population to be 30,000, "probably more in summer," and described it as much like any city in England or America.
Indeed, First Avenue had several "handsome stone buildings"
which would not be out of place in Seattle or San Francisco.
Moreover, "while we were there, Dawson was...in a ferment of
excitement which threatened shortly to blaze into an open
rebellion unless the tension was removed."

In the sum, the
190
second book is a fabric of falsehoods and exaggerations.
John S. McLain also visited Dawson in 190 3 and his account
is much different from de Windt's.
by the town's appearance.

At first he was surprised

He had not expected to find graded
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streets, waterworks, a business district of three streets,
nor a population of 7,00 0. There were no stone structures,
and only one of brick, he explained because of the insecurity
of foundations which rested on permafrost. Business was not
lively as the boom was long over, but the merchants still
did a "fair" volume of trade. He was also pleasantly surprised
by the size and appearance of the public buildings, the schoolhouse, barracks, the churches, and by the market where fresh
vegetables were available. Dawson, he concluded was a well191
regulated and progressive town on the same latitude as Iceland.
As travellers continued to visit Dawson, they documented
its decline. In 1905 N.E. Keeler wrote that its population
was down to 1500, most of whom had gray hair "owing to the
low ceilings of the log cabins, where their heads are in the
hottest part of the room". Inserted between comments on prices
and diversions was the line: "Things now have changed, for
192
..
Dawson is dull...."
Charles Camsell also visited Dawson
in 1905, but related little of his sojourn there except that
he learned why sunflowers did not grow inside the arctic
. 193
circle.
In 1906 Elihu Stewart spent five days at Dawson, "the most
serene and restful I had ever experienced." There he noticed
that hydraulic mining and dredging had replaced the hand
miner with his pan and sluicebox. What struck him most, however, was the fact that the hills had been stripped of timber,
the trees used for building or fuel and the brush for embankments to hold the tailings.194 Frédéric Aubert became infected
with the booster spirit. Dawson had declined, he conceded,
but "la ville a, à mon avis, touché au plus bas, et elle doit
maintenant augmenter progressivement avec le développment du
195
Jukon. [s]"
A. Loton Ridger refused to describe Dawson as he saw it
in 1907, because better authors had done it before, but he
concluded: "The Dawson of today is not the Dawson of yesterday -
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196
of '97. Its glory has departed."
T.A. Rickard had no
such reservations. "A stroll through Dawson gives an impression of respectability compelled by impoverishment, of
the temperance that succeeds dissipation, of the bust after
the boom." Dawson, he added, looked like a fat man who had
grown very thin but yet wore the clothing made for him in
197
his larger days.
Curious travellers continued to visit Dawson decades
after the gold rush had ended. In 1917 Hudson Stuck found
that there were so many fine buildings and fine gardens among
the vacant lots and boarded up shops "that one would gladly
198
shut one's eyes to its steady, gradual decay."
Two years
later Charlotte Cameron discovered that, the city was up to
date in almost every respect.

There were schools, churches,

shops, bars, boarding-houses, bookshops and a good news199
paper.
Oswald Garrison Villard in 1935 wrote that Dawson,
"the great boom town," had vanished, and been replaced by
"a staid, sober community."
Cecil Barger related his
impressions in 1946; he was fascinated by the remnants of
Dawson's early days. 2 01 In 1956 Pierre Berton provided a
graphic description of the old city, in which he referred
2 02
to Dawson as the world's "most famous ghost town."
He
returned seventeen years later and portrayed it through the
eyes of one born and raised in its environs. It appeared
"shrivelled, faded and apparently dying - so many shattered
windows, so many boarded-up doors, so many gardens abandoned to the weeds, so many sidewalks smothered by the invading alders." Dawson was a "quaint storybook town, a
fossilized piece of the past," romantic but decaying at it
, 203
aged.
The accounts of travellers and adventurers illustrate
the cycle of boom and bust which Dawson experienced. When
Secretan and Hitchcock saw it, the town was booming and appeared
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to have a future as the centre of a great mining region.
But as gold production fell, Dawson declined. When Edwards
was there, Dawson was a stable modern community. But appearances
were deceiving, and travellers thereafter saw Dawson slowly
waste away. Sixty years after its beginning Dawson was almost
an empty ghost town.
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Biographies

The literature of the Klondike gold rush would not be complete
without tales of prominent participants. The heroic or
villainous exploits of men and women who rose from rags to
riches provided the stuff of
which popular biographies
were made. Few writers could resist the stories of humble
people whose strength of character enabled them to complete
the arduous trek to the goldfields, where they achieved success,
it seems, by sheer force of will.
The variety of subjects suggests something about the traditional view of the gold rush. That it was not a matter of
political or administrative importance is reflected by the
absence of biographies of territorial officials. William
Ogilvie's career has been ignored, the exception being a
brief and unsatisfactory article by Don W. Thomson.204 No
one has taken a close second look at Sam Steele's association
with Dawson. Harold Fryer's articles are merely a recapitulation of Steele's autogiography. 205
There is, on the other hand, an abundance of biographies
of saloonkeepers and entertainers. "Swiftwater" Bill Gates
was the subject of a volume by the woman who was twice his
mother-in-law. Iola Beebe detailed how this "smooth and oily
crook," this "lecherous monster," married and then deserted
two of her daughters, swindled his relations, and refused to
pay ransom for a kidnapped son. She chased him across the
continent and up to Dawson, which she described as the "roughest
o of.
kind of frontier mining camp."
Tex Rickard, the New York
fight promotor and sports entrepreneur also got his start in
Dawson. As gambler and barman at the Monte Carlo and Northern
saloons, Rickard gained the experience which enabled him to
make a fortune with a saloon at Nome.207 Wilson Mizner worked

54

at the Monte Carlo too, but left as Dawson "became semi2 08
respectable and then respectable." ° For a few music hall
performers, Dawson saw the climax of their careers. Kate
Rockwell, the self-proclaimed "Queen of the Yukon," arrived
in 1900 and sang and danced until 1902. Ellis Lucia's Klondike
Kate, an overblown biography of a second rate variety actress,
is filled with misleading and inaccurate references to
Dawson. 209
Churches were important institutions at Dawson, and there
are a few biographies of prominent Klondike clergymen. The
work of Father Judge was commemorated by Rev. Charles J.
Judge in 1907. Based on Judge's letters to his superiors,
the book relates the difficult tasks involved in the construction of St. Mary's church, and the letters themselves describe
the problems which accompanied Dawson's growth from a hand210
ful of shacks to a city of 30,000 people.
H.A. Cody's biography of William Carpenter Bompas, mentions the Bishop's attempts to organize and finance the Anglican mission to the
211
miners at Dawson.
Bompas was succeeded as bishop by Isaac
0. Stringer, whose life and work were examined by Frank A.
Peake. Unfortunately, The Bishop Who Ate His Boots,contains
little original material about Dawson, the place of the
212
episcopal residence.
The Presbyterians were also active in Dawson, and John
McNab recounted the work of pioneer medical missionary Andrew
S. Grant. According to McNab, Grant organized St. Andrew's
Church and built Good Samaritan Hospital almost single-handedly.
He was also a determined crusader against the palaces of gilt
and guilt" and he fought hard to eliminate the "semaphores of
sin." But despite his efforts to disinfect Dawson's streets,
"the sheer animalism of many miners when they struck it rich,
led to midnight debauches with the ladies of easy virtue in the
dance halls." But Grant was unrelenting and McNab wrote that
his leadership made Dawson the cleanest mining camp in
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the world. 213
Newspaper writers also have their biographers. Russell
Bankson's The Klondike Nugget is the story of Eugene Allen and
the newspaper he established in Dawson. Though a large part
of it consists of clippings from the Nugget, the text does
contain some fine passages about Dawson. The description of
214
a typical saloon is particularly good.
A selection of
Elmer J. White's columns from the Nugget was published by
R.N. de Armond, as 'Stroller' White; Tales of a Klondike
Newsman. It contains stories about Dawson's police court,
theatres, municipal politics, and an explanation for the
215
absence of the letter K in Nugget headlines.
After Robert Service, Jack London was the best known
writer connected with the Klondike, and he has suffered no
lack of biographers. Richard O'Connor's Jack London; a
215
biography represents popular biography at its worst.
Franklin Walker's Jack London and the Klondike is entirely
different. Walker pointed out that London's experience there
formed the basis of much of his fiction. St. Mary's hospital,
the N.W.M.P. barracks, and the buildings of the commercial
companies clearly appear in London's A Daughter of the
Snows. He added that many of the scenes in London's stories
were set in saloons because they were where Klondikers gathered.
"Here they escaped the cold, they drank, they heard the latest
news and took part in arguments, and they met the girls."
The idea that London's fiction was thinly disguised reality
is hardly new, but Walker is the only scholar to have pursued
217
it at length.
Two prominent Dawson residents also became the subjects
of biographies. Klondike Mike is the story of Michael
Ambrose Mahoney, a high kicker and legendary dog musher in
the Yukon and Alaska. If Merrill Denison is to be believed,
Mahoney was the real-life hero of Jack London's stories and
the inspiration for "the Cremation of Sam McGee."

While the
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bulk of the book is devoted to his exploits as a dog driver
and piano packer there are some interesting references to
218
Dawson in the gold rush era.
Father M. Bobillier wrote a
brief biography of Madame Emilie Tremblay, Dawson pioneer
shopkeeper. It is a rambling narrative, with a few exaggerations and little original comment about Dawson. 219
Two of the most engaging characters associated with the
Klondike were Joseph Whiteside Boyle and Arthur Newton
Christian Treadgold. Boyle and Treadgold were mining engineers
and company promotors interested in hydraulic dredging in
the Klondike region. In a book full of drama and romance,
Kim Beattie charted Boyle's chequered career.
After settling a mutiny on the Indian Ocean at the
age of eighteen, Joe Boyle becomes a figure in the
sporting world of New York; manages a prize fighter;
goes broke and explores the Yukon for gold, fights
against incredible odds in the carry over the
Chilkoot Pass; masters men by a word or a clip on
the jaw; cleans up some thirteen million dollars
by his astute improvements in engineering technique;
serves as a British agent in Russia before and during
o-u

r,

i

i--

220

the Revolution....
Along the way there are some fine, if exaggerated, descriptions
of Dawson. William Rodney derided Beattie's biography as
"a breathless book replete with alleged thoughts and contrived
conversation....It is pure Henty, a fictionalized portrait
of the Victorian hero at his best, one that Boyle himself
221
would have been the first to deplore."
Rodney's biography
may indeed be much better, but his excessive use of quotations
and turgid scholarly prose still leave much to be desired.
The lively, dashing Joe Boyle of Beattie is replaced by J.W.
Boyle, of Boyle Concessions Limited, a visionary man of
business. Rodney treads carefully through Boyle's private
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life and complex business dealings. Again there are glimpses
of the Dawson where Boyle was a major figure, but nothing
really substantial. Both authors concentrate on Boyle's
adventures during the Russian Revolution when he rescued
prisoners, whisked the Roumanian crown jewels out from under
the noses of the Bolsheviks, and became the confidant of
Roumania's Queen Marie.
While Treadgold's life was hardly as exciting as Boyle's,
it was, nonetheless, unusual and interesting. Treadgold, the
Oxford scholar turned mining engineer, became the foremost
exponent of large-scale exploitation of the Klondike. Treadgold never became a resident of Dawson, but his name was a
byword in the community. Francis Cunynghame's biography
quotes Treadgold's letters to the Manchester Guardian in 1898,
and recounts Treadgold's interests in the Klondike throughout
the next half century.222 Lewis Green's The Gold Hustlers
details the political intrigue, financial machinations, and
engineering wizardry which characterized Treadgold's battle
223
for control of the Klondike.
On the whole, the biographies are a poor source of information
about Dawson City. Many were designed either to vilify or
venerate their protagonists, and they contain very little
reliable background material. What there was often came from
secondary sources, unchallenged and unchecked by enthusiastic
authors. Moreover, they abound with anecdotes of personal
triumphs and successes at the expense of penetrating insights.
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Special Studies and Monographs

The last group of sources which refer to Dawson contains so
many diverse articles, pamphlets, and books that it is difficult
to categorize. Some authors have studied specific institutions
in Dawson, while geographers and historians have focused on
different areas in the city's past. Others have provided
general overviews of the gold rush or lengthy narratives
about the Klondike phenomenon.
Saloons and theatres contributed much to Dawson's reputation,
and it is not surprising that a few enterprising authors
have produced articles on these institutions. Michael Booth's
essay on Dawson's theatres was the product of research in
newspapers, travel books, memoirs, histories and photographs.
224
It is a rather comprehensive, if abbreviated, study.
Scott Dial, on the other hand, has placed Dawson's saloons in
the wider perspective of all gold rush saloons. Dawson's
saloons, he argued, were like saloons everywhere in Alaska
and the Yukon. They were "civic centers" or "working men's
clubs" whose doors were open to all. Dawson's saloons may
have appeared more ornate, but behind the false fronts, the
pillars and the cornices, lay the same dingy, shabby, and
225
poorly ventilated bar-rooms.
In the first few years, the warehouses of the trading
and transportation companies were Dawson's largest buildings
and important fixtures in the city. Samuel P. Johnston's
history of the Alaska Commercial Company noted that the company had been located in Dawson almost from the beginning.
Johnston defended the high prices charged by the company,
and blandly argued that the A.C. Co. was an exemplary corporate
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citizen.

226

A better example of business history is L.D.

Kitchener's Flag Over the North, the story of the Northern
Commercial Company.

Although the A.C. Co., had the "lion's

share" of trade in Dawson, the N.C. Co. did well enough until
1901.

In that year the exodus from Dawson to Nome left the

company with a large inventory and no market.

Moreover, as

mining became mechanized fewer men were needed and business
declined further.

In 1910 Dawson's population was large

enough to keep the operation profitable, but by 1920 it was
not, and the N.C. Co. liquidated its assets and left the
country.

The book, then, documented Dawson's rise and fall
227
from a unique commercial perspective.
Margaret Archibald's

"Grubstake to Grocery Store" is a we11-documented analysis
22 8
of the city's retail trade.
Few of Dawson's institutions have received as much attention as have its banks.

In 1908 F. W. Heathcote outlined bank-

ing procedures in this "outpost," and appended comment on the
229
social life he found there.
The official History of the
Canadian Bank of Commerce by Victor Ross contained a chapter
on the hardships and privations endured by the expedition
230
which opened the branch in Dawson.
Iris Warner's "Pioneer
231
Banking at Dawson" relied heavily on Ross's epic tome.
Edward Bush has provided the only study on the Bank of British
232
North America and Bank of Montreal at Dawson.
For many of the men and women at Dawson, the post office
provided their only link with the outside.

R.G. Woodall has

recounted the difficulties faced by the first postmen in the
Yukon.

Somehow, despite the lack of a suitable building,

unreliable transport facilities, and untrained staff, the mail
continued to reach its destination.

Woodall has illuminated
233
the role of the post office in Dawson.
There have also been two studies of politics and government
in the Yukon.

In 1907 the secretary to the territorial council,

John E. Brown, outlined the structure of the administration
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centred in Dawson.

Brown traced the development of government

in the Yukon, but also discussed the incorporation and disincorporation of the city of Dawson.

It is a short account,
234
but it remains an important contemporary document.
Sixty
years later David Morrison produced a second analysis of Yukon
politics in the decade after 1898.

According to Morrison the

two most important questions concerned the suppression of
saloons, dance halls, and gaming houses, and the incorporation of Dawson, and he showed how local reformers influenced
federal officials to effect "solutions." It is a tale of
political intrigue by which the standards of southern Canada
were imposed on an isolated region by moral reformers and
pressure groups.
235
drawback.

Morrison's dry academic prose is a minor

The mounted police were an important arm of the administration in Dawson, and the histories of the R.C.M.P. never
fail to mention the respect the force enjoyed in the Yukon.
Harwood Steele emphasized that the N.W.M.P. prevented the lawlessness of Skagway from crossing the boundary and infecting
Canadian territory.

Steele also mentioned the "corps of de-

tectives," known only to the commander, who kept track of all
known villains.

In true romantic style, he related how the

police patrolled Dawson:

"Their measured tramp shook the

crowded sidewalks, their spurs jingled through the blare of
dance halls, their shadows glided through lonely, dark and
threatening lanes.

Tact they always used, violence only when

they had to...."

On occasion, however, the force struck wrong236
doers "with the crushing fury of a scarlet avalanche."
J.
S. Cruickshank chronicled a number of specific incidents of
237
police work in Dawson.
William Morrison's "The Mounted
Police on Canada's Northern Frontier" focused on the logistic
problems the police faced in asserting Canadian sovereignty in
the Yukon and contained little comment on crime and law en23 8
forcement in Dawson.
In the gold rush years, the N.W.M.P. were augmented by
the Yukon Field Force.

After a tortuous journey overland, the
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force reached its base at Fort Selkirk, and a detachment of
50 men was sent to carry out "garrison duty" at Dawson. In
their two years at Dawson, A.L. Disher noted that the soldiers
guarded gold shipments and banks, patrolled the
streets, and picqueted the municipal and territorial
offices. They fought fires and subdued crowds
of rioting miners. They built barracks and
hospitals; drilled and trained. 239
The military presence in Dawson deserves further study.
Unfortunately the chapter in G.W.L. Nicholson's The Gunners
of Canada is a superficial paraphrase of Disher's article. 240
Dawson's churches have also received their share of
attention. In 1910 A.G. Sinclair commemorated the first
decade of St. Andrew's Presbyterian Church, "the best
equipped and finest church in the whole of the Yukon." The
bulk of the article is a tribute to Dr. Andrew Grant for his
fine work at St. Andrews and at Good Samaritan Hospital. 241
James M. Sinclair, the son of a pioneer missionary, described
the work of the first Presbyterian missionaries at Dawson.
While they helped to build the Anglican church, Reverends
Grant and Young held their own services in a saw-mill.242
Thora Mills' "The Contribution of the Presbyterian Church
to the Yukon During the Gold Rush, 1897-1910" contains a
wealth of biographical information and some fine illustrations.
Her approach, however, was uncritical and the article contains
some facile generalizations. 243
The work of the Sisters of Saint Ann at St. Mary's
Hospital and at Dawson's separate school drew only scant
244
mention in the authorized history of the order. " The
activity of the Salvation Army, however, has been documented
in a full chapter of R.G. MoylesV The Blood and Fire in
Canada. Moyle's summarized the concern of the "Salvation
Yukon Field Force" for indigent miners from its arrival in
245
the summer of 1898 until its departure from Dawson in 1912.
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The only overview of missionary activity at Dawson is F.A.
Peake's "Church and Society During the Klondike Gold Rush."
After a short narrative, Peake concluded that the ministry
to the gold seekers failed because the rush attracted people
who sought escape from "the confining restrictions of conii

vention, because of the transience of the ministers, and
because the clergy sent to the Yukon were unsuited for the
work required. But if the clergy lacked imagination and if
the parishioners lacked commitment, Dawson was a better place
because of the churches.
The Klondike gold rush was a significant international
event. That it was also a curious phenomenon is attested
to by the number of popular histories about it. At times
it seems that anyone able to wield a pen or punch a typewriter
has tried to compose a book on the subject. Some of them
are very good. Others are not. But all of them have had
something to say about Dawson.
One of the first to appear was Kathryn Winslow's Big
Pan-Out. Winslow, perhaps, set the standard for those who
followed. Her description of Dawson depends on anecdotes
and fine-sounding rhetoric. From the beginning, she remarked,
Dawson was a British town; a copy of Burke's Peerage rested
on the governor's shelf and Queen Victoria's portrait was
never out of sight. She described its muddy streets, its
crowds of men, the extremes of temperature, the enormously
high prices, and the variety of services available. She
continued:
In 1898 Dawson was like no other place in the
world. It wasn't a mining camp, or frontier
settlement, or a village. It wasn't a watch-andchain, derby hat, high collar sort of town. It
didn't have horse cars or gas lights. You couldn't
send a penny postcard from Dawson. They had the
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cards but they cost a dollar to send out. There
wasn't a telephone, buggy or potted rubber plant
in the whole Yukon. They sold mink capes and
chamois-skin underwear but there wasn't string
247
and paper to wrap them in.
This passage reflects the general tone of Big Pan-Out. It is
light and well-written but undocumented and highly romanticized.
Other writers have continued in this vein.

Richard

O'Connor's High Jinks on the Klondike exhibits the faults
which afflict its genre. Often cited by persons studying
Yukon topics, it is an ill-conceived book based entirely
on a handful of printed works. 248 The Yukon by Arthur
Hinton and Phillip Godsell is not much better. There are
errors in it which suggest sloppy research and poor editing.
They refer, for example, to Dawson's founder, Joseph Ladue,
249
as either "Jack" or "John".
More suspect is their reliance
on inflated prose:
While gambling halls, dance-halls and variety
theatres flourished; while blonde taxi-dancers
plied their trade and mulcted miners from the
creeks of their fat pokes of gold and painted
'madonnas' of 'Lousetown' sold their sybarite
wares in tinselled dives, a mere handful of Mounted
Police managed to preserve an astounding degree
xz law
i
J
of
and
order. 250
While the book does contain one or two penetrating insights
it is difficult to find them among the verbiage.
The best known of the Klondike "experts" is Pierre
Berton. His Klondike: the Life and Death of the Last Great
Gold Rush is a compelling narrative skilfully woven from
secondary sources and a modicum of original research. The
book is filled with anecdotes, several exaggerated and unreliable but, it does contain one of the best assembled
descriptions of Dawson's growth from a hamlet of four houses
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to a booming city of 30,000 people. Sometimes the prose of
others is thinly disguised, and there are few flashes of
primary research. The book's strength, however, lies in its
attempt to conjure up the atmosphere which prevailed in
Dawson. Berton states that the city's character changed from
day to day, as men packed their tents and left for the
creeks or returned with pokes full of gold. And he mentions
the churches and public amenities which existed in Dawson.
But these elements appear insignificant compared to his discussion of the city's dance-halls and saloons. Dawson emerges
as a carnival and bazaar. In so describing it, Berton has
refurbished Dawson's reputation as the naughty northern town
where anything went, and most everything did. His contention
that Dawson was the 'San Francisco of the North' for less
than a year does not erase the earlier impression, and his
superficial paraphrase of Jeremiah Lynch's comments on
Dawson's transformation is somehow not convincing. Never251
theless, of the popular histories, Klondike is by far the best.
A few more volumes have appeared in Berton's wake.
In The Alaska Gold Rush, David Wharton wrote that it was
difficult to describe Dawson because people reacted to it in
different ways. To some it was exciting, to others boring;
many wanted to stay, and several couldn't wait to get away.
It was, he concluded, impossible to portray Dawson in simple
terms. It was a mining camp and a wide-open frontier town,
but it had a moral tone and an air of propriety not found in
similar situations. 252 Another study, Allen Wright's Prelude
to Bonanza, focused on the pre-gold rush exploration and
development of the Yukon. The epilogue contains a fine
account of the founding of Dawson and of the fate of its
253
pioneers.
Finally, no assessment of the gold rush literature would
be complete without reference to the picture books which
continue to appear. One of the latest is Robin May's The
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Gold Rushes:

From California to the Klondike.

As might be

expected, the text is brief and anecdotic, and it describes
254
Dawson as the last of the "fabulous" gold mining boom towns.
Geologists and geographers were among the firs t white
men to visit the Klondike, and scholars of those disciplines
remain interested in the area. J.B. Tyrrell in 1912 provided
255
a cartographical definition of the Klondike region.
The
following year H.M. Cadell described Dawson as located on an
alluvial plane near the nouth of the Klondike. At the time
of his visit its population had sunk to 2,000, "and the place
was in a sorry condition." ° In 1947 H.W. Hewetson wrote
that Dawson presented a picture of decay because it had been
built on too extensive a scale in its youth. He added, however,
that "an examination of the facts" revealed that the decline
in population had ended thirty years previously, and that the
257
town had held its own since then.
The first detailed geographic study of Dawson City was
prepared by Barbara Gutsell in 1953. Gutsell pointed out that
geography had dictated the shape which the town acquired. The
Yukon on one hand, and the mountain on the other prevented
expansion on an east-west axis, although some cabins perched
on the slope in the boom years. As the population fell in the
2 0th century these cabins were the first to be abandoned
because their owners moved toward the centre of town as
vacancies occurred. The town remained dispersed on the river
flat, however, because all land there was equally desirable
for building purposes and because all of it was accessible.
Frost heave caused unused buildings to deteriorate rapidly,
and thus the last abandoned was the first inhabited again.
In this way, she explained how the extended settlement
258
pattern of Dawson remained stable.
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Another geographer, R.A.J. Phillips described Dawson as
"the unlikliest town North America had ever known." Unlike
other gold camps, the town remained when the "dream" was done.
Dawson never returned to obscurity because some of its people
refused to leave. Its first three years were the highlight
of its life, and they shaped the essential character of the
259
Yukon.
Dawson has also been the subject of a "regional monograph"
and of a settlement study. J.R. Lotz remarked that Dawson
reminded him of the words of T.S. Eliot: "This isi the; way the
260
world ends. Not with a bang but a whimper."
Lotz and
Frank Duerden both suggested that Dawson came into existence
as a "service base and distribution centre," and remained
one while there were miners in the vicinity. The arrival
of mining machinery eliminated its service hinterland and spelled^
Dawson's doom,, although Dawson remained the service centre of the
Yukon until Whitehorse took its place in the 1940s.
The Klondike gold rush has attracted few analytical historians. Harold Innis, a self-styled "economic geographer"
turned economic historian was one of the first, and the chapter
on the Klondike in Settlement and the Mining Frontier betrays
his early geographic determinism. According to Innis Dawson
was the victim of its own success. As people poured into the
Yukon they put increased demands upon its distributing centre.
This pressure encouraged the development of transportation
facilities to supply the market. But improved transportation
also allowed the importation of machinery to facilitate large
scale exploitation of the goldfields. Mechanical mining
required a very limited labour supply, and this form of industrialization directly reduced Dawson's population and its
s i g n i f i c a n c e as a d i s t r i b u t i o n

point.

26 2

Innis a l s o n o t e d t h a t D a w s o n q u i c k l y
of its d e c l i n i n g p o p u l a t i o n .

felt the

effects

A f t e r its i n c o r p o r a t i o n the

heavy
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municipal taxation required to meet expenses drove many of its
residents out to the creekis. As communities developed there,
local merchants increasingly came into competition with their
counterparts in Dawson. The city imposed a licence tax on
itinerant traders in an effort to recoup the revenue lost
because of its declining tax base, but this regulation merely
moved the peddlars from the waterfront to the creeks where
they provided even more competition for Dawson's merchants.
In the end, as Dawson's population fell, trade became concentrated in the hands of the large companies as cut-throat
competition for a diminishing market forced the small merchants out of business. Moreover, the fate of the town was
tied to the production of gold. As it declined so did Dawson.
While Innis was concerned with the economic impact of
industrialism, S.D. Clark examined the strains on social
organization imposed by rapid growth of population. Clark
suggested that many of the people joined the Klondike rush
because it offered the opportunity for a "grand spree."
The absence of established institutions in Dawson made the
establishment of a stable social organization very difficult,
especially when a large part of the population was made of
transients. The major problems in Dawson were drinking,
gambling and prostitution. Clark asserted that alcohol, was
an item of diet rather than a-means of dissipation and that
card playing was primarily a social exercise. Moreover, in
winter, games of chance were little more than "a continuation
of the gambling carried on during the summer in the search
for gold." Prostitution, he added, was the inevitable product
of a situation where the population was overwhelmingly male
and involved in occupations which brought in ready cash.
He emphasized that "the code of the seasoned miners" had
evolved sanctions to control professional criminals, crooked
gamblers, and prostitutes, but that official reliance on the
formal application of the law released such people from "the
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more effective controls of the informal community."

It is

an important point, and one which casts new light on the role
of the N . W . M . P . 2 6 4
Clark also assessed the effect of a transient population
on Dawson's social stability.

The presence of large numbers

of men just waiting to rush off to new finds kept its tempo
at fever pitch.

Moreover, the community had been populated

almost entirely by newcomers, and thus there was no experience.
But a sense of community consciousness soon emerged where
people had few ties with the past, the same kinds of problems,
and a common concern with mining.

Outside institutions such

as the N.W.M.P. and British traditions were instruments of
stabibity, as were fraternal organizations, trade unions, and
religious denominations.

The processes of social reorganiza-

tion, however, were generated from within rather from without.
The progress toward order was not entirely peaceful but the
result was a society which had developed beyond the frontier
stage.

The boom years, then, were a time of adjustment, when

Dawson passed through the full cycle of social disorganization
and reorganization, which determined the character of the
. . 265
community.
There are few analytical comments in William S. Greever's
The Bonanza West:

the Story of the Western Mining Rushes,

1848-1900.

The section on the Klondike is based on secondary
266
sources and contains several questionable "facts."
William
R. Hunt's North of 53:

the Wild Days of the Alaska-Yukon

Mining Frontier is a little better, but it too is based on a
handful of printed works.

A much better book, however, is

Morris Zaslow's The Opening of the Canadian North 1870-1914.
Zaslow provided an excellent summary of Dawson's history from
the gold rush in which he noted that Dawson was the heart of
activity in the Yukon, and commented that the city's growth
"from frenzied improvisation to stable, opulant ornate city

S9

and then to decaying town mirrored the fate of the region."
Zaslow also discussed the incorporation question, the movements
for "moral reform," and the region's relations with the
federal government. In sum it is a fine book and one that
reflects a delicate balance between original research and a
9 f\ 7

measured assessment of secondary sources.
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Conclusion
Dawson City was an integral part of the Klondike experience
and its place in history is guaranteed by the variety of
literature on the gold rush. Dawson came into existance
because men sought gold and its life depended on their continued pursuit of gold. When the supply was exhausted
Dawson became a town with no future, only a past. But as its
prospects vanished, its yesterdays glittered and sparkled
and grew ever brighter. It is the myth and legend of Dawson
which is now remembered.
The literature of the Klondike stampede has created
Dawson's reputation. The mining guides framed the image of
Dawson as the centre of the gold fields and the proper destination of any fortune hunter. They were a mixed source,
but taken as a whole they reveal much about the time. The
speed with which they appeared casts doubts upon the motives
of their publishers. Some writers were hasty, gullible, and
ill-informed. Some pirated the work of others, and a few
published outright fabrications. Many made snap judgements
based on faulty information since they had no time to conduct
investigations. If nothing else, however, they brought
Dawson to the attention of the western world. There were
several routes to the Klondike, but only one destination.
The rush to the Klondike began at a time when newspapers
fought circulation wars with real and contrived news. The
new Eldorado in the Yukon was a great curiosity for the
reading public, and the magnates of communications pounced
on the opportunity to sell their wares. Journalists and
magazine writers joined the stampede and raced north to
Dawson. When they arrived they found an unsophisticated
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mining camp rising in a swamp. But their perceptions were
distorted by the hordes of others who rushed in and undermined the character of the town. They saw Dawson as a raw
and wild youth, undisciplined and immature, and they left
before it came of age. Until the accessories of civilization
arrived, and the institutions of stability took effect,
Dawson ran wide open. It took time for things to settle
down, but by then the reporters were no longer there to see
them, and events in Cuba and South Africa had forced the
Klondike off front pages. To a very great degree Dawson's
reputation was the creation of newspaper reporters and
magazine writers. They reported what they saw, and at that
moment what they saw was an untamed frontier town. Their
portraits captured Dawson at that instant, and so it has
been remembered.
Many of the memoirs reinforced the popular impression
created by the yellow press. For many people the journey
to the Klondike was the most exciting part of their lives.
Dawson was a unique part of an unforgettable experience.
Many had never seen a mining camp before and would not see
one again, and for them Dawson was the only one of its kind.
They emphasized its individuality, its saloons, dance halls,
and brothers. To old-timers and veterans of other rushes
these institutions were fixtures of mining camps and the
"Cheechakos" were the only novelty. Many of the writers
fell into the same trap as the newspaper reporters. For
them, the adventure was over when they reached Dawson and
they left after only a few days or weeks. A few authors remained in Dawson long enough to see it transformed from a
camp into a stable community. Angelo Heilprin and Jeremiah
Lynch, for example, emphasized the changes which Dawson had
undergone by 1899. Yet they were only two out of dozens
who described their experiences at the Klondike. The auto-
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biographies, however, illustrate that Dawson was like manyother small towns, except that it had to maintain the
appearances of its chequered past.
The accounts by travellers and adventurers are a very
valuable source, but one must assess them carefully. Travel
narratives are almost by definition long on description and
short on analysis. Few travellers remained in Dawson long
enough to undertake a penetrating study of its parts. Some
came with preconceptions which determined how they viewed
the city. In the balance, however, the benefits and insights
outweigh the drawbacks. As do no other sources, the travel
literature provides a graphic picture of the city's appearance.
By comparing narratives written over time one can assess
social and economic development. Between 1896 and 1905
Dawson City replaced an Indian fishing village, mushroomed
to be a booming camp of 30,000 people, and levelled off as
a modern city of 3500. In the next decade the increase in
the number of vacant lots and the disappearance of prominent
landmarks were the most apparent symptoms of Dawson's decline.
The travel accounts are among the few sources to reflect these
changes.
Biographies of prominent citizens provided little useful
information about Dawson. Too often they were popular and
partisan accounts based on printed sources. The monographs
and special studies generally contain material about specific
institutions and events which is difficult to incorporate
into a general history of Dawson . Two interpretive works,
however, provide much insight into Dawson's character. S.D.
Clark explained why Dawson appeared to be a wide-open frontier
town to newspaper reporters and stampeders, and Harold Innis
provided a solid argument for the inevitability of Dawson's
decline.
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Finally, there remains the question: was Dawson the San
Francisco of the north, or a boomtown in a bog? In truth
it had elements of both. For a short time it was the largest
city west of Winnipeg and north of Seattle. It came to have
the trappings of a modern city: graded streets, electricity,
telephones, theatres, hospitals, churches and daily newspapers.
But by the time these things were present Dawson hardly rivalled San Francisco. The gaiety and excitement of its early
years has been exaggerated out of all proportion. Dawson never
had a saloon or theatre equal to the best of San Francisco's.
Indeed, its entertainments may have been pretty tame compared
to other metropoli. Every city had its bar-rooms and red-light
district, but they were usually kept in segregated areas away
from commercial and residential districts. In Dawson geography
dictated that every part was visible, and the city grew so
rapidly that planning, apart from the most primitive kind, was
impossible. Moreover the campaigns waged by uncompromising
clergymen and moral reformers exaggerated Dawson's reputation
as a town of "gilt and guilt." It never was as ungodly as they
said it was.
Yet, if Dawson was not the San Francisco of the north,
it was more than a boomtown in a bog. It rose out of a swamp
to become the mercantile centre for an industrial region and
the commercial and administrative headquarters of the Yukon.
While the surrounding creeks and hills still gave up their
gold, Dawson performed an important economic function, and it
might have remained the territorial capital had Whitehorse hot
had a terrace for the landing of aircraft. It was a boomtown
in the sense that it experienced mushroom growth without a
solid foundation. The city's fate was tied to gold, and as
the production of gold slowly fell, Dawson began to fade away.
But as long as there is gold, and men to mine it, there will
be a Dawson.
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Dawson City, August 1897, (Public Archives of Canada, PA-2251S)
"Dawson sprang up as if by magic and anticipated giant growth."

Dawson City, c. 1898 (University of Washington Archives)
"a bonanza town of a few score cabins and innumerable tents."

OS

Front Street, Dawson c. 1898 (Public Archives of Canada P A - I 6 9 4 0 )
"the main street is nearly always crowded with men trying to find one another."

Street scene, Dawson c. 1898 (Vancouver City Archives)
"nothing more than a lane of alternate bog holes and dust heaps."

CO

Street scene, Dawson c. 1898 (Public Archives of Canada
"They were simply loitering."

G-6648)

Street scene, Dawson c. 1898 (McGill University Rare Book Room)
"stump filled colloid quagmires."
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Interior Monte Carlo Saloon, 1901. (Yukon Archives)
"working men's clubs whose doors were open to all."

CO

St. Paul's Episcopal Church, c. 1899 (Mrs. E.F. Vardon)
"the Anglican mission to the miners."

00

St. Paul's Church c. 1901 (University of Toronto Rare Book Library)
"Dawson was a better nlace because of the churches."

00
CO

St. Andrew's Church and the Manse, c. 1903 (University of Toronto Rare Book Library)
"the best equipped and finest church in the whole of the Yukon."

CO

The North West Mounted Police. (Vancouver Public Library)
"Their measured tramp shook the crowded sidewalks, their spurs jingled through the blare of dance halls,
their shadows glided through lonelv. dark and threatening lanes."

CO

en

Dawson City 1902 (Public Archives of Canada C-6366)
"a steady, orderly, progressive Canadian city."
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Dawson City, 1935 (Yukon Archives)
"the great boom town had been replaced by a staid, sober community."
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