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Historical Background

On his second voyage of discovery to examine the nature of
the extreme eastern frontier of the Russian Empire, Vitus
Bering determined that Asia was separated from North America
by a narrow sea. The land he discovered and claimed in 1741
for Imperial Russia was Alaiska (Alaska). Although Bering
died on his second voyage into the northern seas, the news
of his discovery of a land rich in furs brought immediate
interest on the part of Russian fur hunters who subsequently
lost little time in organizing further expeditions to the
new possessions. The Russians1 relentless pursuit of the
ever retreating fur frontier led them through the Aleutian
Islands to the Alaska Peninsula and southeast along the edge
of the Alaskan mainland into the Alexander Archipelago
where the fortified town of Sitka was established, serving
as headquarters for the Russian American Company during
their domination of Alaska. The company governed Russian
America and exercised a monopolistic control over trade
under charter from the Tzar. In a relatively short time
the insatiable demand for furs, especially sea otter pelts,
depleted that resource in southeast Alaska, forcing the
Russians to hunt further north on the barren windswept
coast of the Bering Sea. On orders from Ferdinand Petrovich
Wrangell, governor of the Russian American Company, a new
post was built on the Kuskokwim River in 18 32. From this
post, Fort Kolmakov on Alaska's second largest river, came
not only rich shipments of furs but rumours of an even
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larger river flowing out of the interior to the northeast.
Alexander Mackenzie's journal also spoke of a
great interior river and its publication in Russian earlier in 1808 heightened Wrangell's interest and spurred the
extension of exploration in search of new fur rich regions.
After the charting of Norton Sound was completed in
1832, a post was established north of the mouth of the
2
Yukon River and named Mikhailovsky Redoubt (St. Michael).
It was from this post that further exploration was to be
carried out. In the winter of 1835 Andrey Glazunov crossed
the narrow strip of land between Norton Sound and a large
river which flowed out of the interior from the northeast.
The natives called the majestic river Kvikhpak (Yukon)
meaning great river, a river that was without doubt the
Westward flowing river Mackenzie had sought and the river
of Wrangell's interest. In the spring of 1836 Glazunov
returned to St. Michael by descending the river to Norton
Sound. The following year he returned to establish the
first trading post on the Yukon River. Initially, the
post, situated more than two hundred miles from the sea,
was named Ikogmyut although it was later called Russian
3
Mission.
This was in all likelihood the first permanent
trading post to which the indigenous people of the Yukon
River Valley had access, although they had probably been
receiving Russian and European trading goods for sometime
via the Tlingit Indians who used the passes south of the
4
headwaters of the Yukon River.
In 1838 the Russian
explorer and trader Vasiliy Malakhov crossed the height
of land between Norton Sound and the Yukon, following the
Unalakleet River instead of following the common route on
the Anvik River. This took him considerably further
north on the great river than Russian Mission. He sub-
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sequently ascended the river to the confluence of the
Koyukuk River, having nored on advice from the natives
that the mouth of the Nulato River would make an excellent
site for the establishment of another trading post because
it was seasonally frequented by many Indians as a major
fishing camp. Attempts to establish this post were unsuccessful until 184 2, when a Creole trader named Deryabin
was able to reach the confluence and build the trading
post he named Nulato for the river. The new trading post,
although fated to a violent history, became the focus of
Russian activity on the lower river.5
Close on the heels of Deryabin came a young naval
officer, Lieutenant Lavrentiy Alekseyevich Zagoskin w h o , —
bored by duties in the regular service—had requested a
commission in Russia's American colonies. Eager to learn
more of the trade potential of the interior, Wrangell sent
Zagoskin inland over the Unalakleet portage. Zagoskin
wintered at the nearly completed post at Nulato in 1842-43,
sharing the meagre rations that the inhospitable land
yielded. In spring he began his ascension of the Yukon,
reaching a point some distance beyond the present day
settlement of Ruby, Alaska more than five hundred miles
from sea. Although he had hoped to explore the river to
its source, a leaking hide boat and the swiftness of the
Yukon's current forced him to abandon his expedition. He
turned back, believing from what he was able to learn from
the natives that the source of the Yukon lay about three
hundred miles further inland.
The young lieutenant then
focussed his energies on charting the lesser Kuskokwim
River. In all probability Russian fur traders had already
reached further into the interior than Zagoskin, but his
expedition was noteworthy because it was the first with
scientific motives. It was also the furthest documented
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incursion by Russians into their American possessions,
but its ultimate failure indicated that exploration of
the Yukon River would have to be done from the eastern
frontier by the advancing Hudson's Bay Company.
While the Russians came to focus their attention on
the coast and the southwest interior of Alaska, the Hudson's Bay Company in its quest for furs and a northern
route to the Pacific pushed steadily westward from the
North American interior, Sir George Simpson, Chief Factor
of the Hudson's Bay Company, ordered Robert Campbell, one
of the company's most ambitious explorers, into the extreme
northwest "to discover any large river flowing westward".
Already familiar with what is now northern British Columbia, Campbell began his expeditions early in 1840, succeeding with the discovery of a large river which trended
westward and held the promise of the long sought route to
the Pacific. Disappointingly he was only able to make a
minor exploration of the river which he named the Pelly
after Sir John Henry Pelly, the London Governor of the
Hudson's Bay Company. Not until 1843 was Campbell able
to launch his canoes from Pelly Banks, the original point
of contact with the river, and descend it to its confluence
with a major river which he named the Lewes, but he was
still unaware that the river system he was exploring
g
emptied into the Bering Sea.
Campbell reluctantly turned
back from further exploration, but after an encounter with
hostile Indians who shadowed their frantic progress up the
Pelly, apprehension replaced the spirit of adventure as
9
the explorer and his small band fled the Yukon.
It would
be June, 1848 before Campbell would return to the confluence of the two rivers to build the short lived Fort
Selkirk. Beset with supply problems, Fort Selkirk never
became a viable enterprise and when the hostile Tlingit
from the southeastern Alaskan Coast, upon whose trading
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territory Campbell had intruded, destroyed the post in
1852, it was abandoned.
The search for the "great river" was undertaken from
the north by John Bell, in charge of Fort Good Hope on the
Mackenzie River. Bell explored the Peel River country in
1839, which took him over the divide between the Mackenzie
and Yukon watersheds. His efforts were rewarded by the
discovery of a large river, which after flowing northward,
made a great sweep to the west. In 1844 Bell returned and
descended the Porcupine River, which he named for the many
bristling little beasts inhabiting its banks, to a river
which he named the Yukon, his approximation of the Indian
name for it. At this prominent confluence, the Hudson's
Bay Company's servant Alexander Hunter Murry constructed
Fort Yukon in 1845, well inside Russian territory, marking
the furthest extent of the Company's presence on the Yukon
11
River.
It was Robert Campbell's contention that Fort Selkirk
built in 1848 and Fort Yukon were on the same river. Only
after Sir George Simpson removed the restrictions on Campbell" s westward movement, imposed principally to avoid
contact with the Russians in Alaska, was he able to continue his exploration in 1851 to prove his theory. The
Pelly-Lewes River was in fact Bell's Yukon River, but
despite this discovery, the Hudson's Bay presence on the
12
Yukon was only temporary.
In 1868, when Lieutenant
Raymond of the United States Navy determined that Fort
Yukon was within the boundaries of the newly acquired
Alaskan territory, the Hudson's Bay Company was duly
expelled.
The sale of Alaska to the Americans spurred criticism
of, as well as interest in, the last major unexplored
region in the Pacific Northwest. Even before this momentous event, a trickle of explorers and missionaries were
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reaching the Yukon valley, extending the frontiers of
geographic knowledge. Robert Kennicott, the first English
speaking scientist to enter the Yukon basin, crossed Rat
Portage to Fort Yukon to conduct zoological and ethnographical studies for the Smithsonian Institute in 1860-61.
His activities in the northwest continued until his
untimely death in 186 5 on the lower Yukon while leading
14
the Western Union Telegraph expedition.
William Healy
Dali, a man whose name would become synonymous with Alaskan
exploration, replaced him as the head of the Yukon wing
of the expedition which was part of a scheme to link the
United States to Europe by overland telegraph. Although
eclipsed by the success of the trans-Atlantic cable, the
Western Union plan did prompt further exploration of the
Yukon River. Dall himself explored the river from its
mouth to Fort Yukon. He then sent two Canadians in the
employ of the telegraph company, Frank Ketchum and Michael
Leberge, to report on the upper river but the project was
abandoned before the headwaters could be explored. Dall
alone remained convinced of the importance of the explorais
tion of the country begun by Robert Kennicott.
On
leaving Alaska in August, 1868, Dall bore witness to the
ending of the Russian era in Alaska as the new American
. 16
owners moved, in.
Only slightly behind the vanguard of scientific
exploration came Reverend William West Kirby, the Anglican
missionary at Fort Simpson who paved the way for the
Anglican domination of the Yukon. His visit to Fort Yukon
in 1861, while only lasting a week, involved an extensive
journey of three months.17 During that week Kirby won the
Yukon for the Anglican church in its race for converts in
18
the Canadian west with the tireless Oblate Fathers.
The
mission at Fort Yukon was then placed in the charge of
Robert McDonald who arrived in 1863 and immediately set to
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work among the Indians. An unfortunate illness contracted
by McDonald two years after his arrival in the Yukon
brought William Carpenter Bompas into the North. Due
to the long and tenuous communication line, Bompas was
actually unaware of McDonald's recovery and the fact that
he would no longer be needed at the Fort Yukon Mission,
but the country was large and sparsely populated so Bompas
became a roving missionary, travelling extensively between
the Mackenzie valley and the upper reaches of the Yukon
River until he was appointed the first Bishop of the
Anglican Church in the Yukon.19
While the explorers, traders and missionaries were
doing the work of determining the general geography of
the land and its basic access routes, a group of widely
scattered men unknowingly began to work their way northward
to take part in the singular most dramatic event in the
history of the Yukon territory. The Russians and the
Hudson's Bay Company were aware that gold lay in the creeks
and rivers in the Yukon drainage basin. Their interests
lay in the wealth of the fur animals. The first published
account of the gold that would eventually bring thousands
of men into the Yukon was produced by Frederick Whymper,
an artist with William Dall's expedition of 1865. In his
personal account of travel in the northwest, Whymper mentioned that specks of gold had been found by Hudson's Bay
20
Company men in very small quantities.
Meanwhile, persistent gold miners had been pushing steadily north from the
1849 gold rush in California to lesser rushes in British
Columbia through the rugged western mountains. In 1872,
Arthur Harper, an unsuccessful veteran of many of these
diggings, found his way into the Yukon via the circuitous
Rat Portage-Porcupine River route. The following spring,
he descended the Yukon in the company of two fellow prospectors, Leroy McQuesten and Albert Mayo,to obtain supplies for
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another season. McQuesten returned as an agent for the
Alaska Commerical Company which had taken over the commercial interests of the Russian American Company after the
1867 Alaska purchase. He established his first post, Fort
Reliance, in 1874, only six miles below the mouth of the
Klondike River in order to trade with Indians and prospectors of the country. Harper and Mayo joined with the
trader McQuesten and traded for the Alaska Commercial
Company on the upper river until 1877 when they formed
their own company in competition with their former
21
employer.
The posts they established in the vicinity
of prospecting activity helped to open the country for
more miners. By 1878, there were two steamers, the Yukon
and the St. Michael, frequenting the upper river posts,
which provided a further aura of reliability for provision22
ing in the vast and isolated land.
During this era of early development, Harper and
McQuesten continued to prospect the creeks, relaying their
belief in the country's potential in their letters to the
outside. The Yukon River valley remained relatively
inaccessible. Apart from ascending the river from its
mouth, the prospectors could also use the fur trade routes
of John Bell and Robert Campbell, all circuitous and
rigorous. But sometime between 1875 and 1878 a miner
named George Holt crossed from the Pacific Coast at the
head of Lynn Canal into the interior, gaining direct access
to the headwaters of the Yukon River. Holt quietly returned
to the rumour infested saloons of Sitka, then teaming with
idle miners from the recent and short lived Cassiar gold
rush, where he told of gold and the short, albeit treacherous route into the interior. While the gold finds were
never verified, the route Holt had used did indeed exist,
but it was blocked by the hostile Tlingit Indians who
guarded it as the key to their monopoly of the trade with
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the natives of the upper Yukon.
In 1878, encouraged by Holt's tales, George Pilz led
a group of miners onto the Chilkoot Pass only to be
turned back by the vigilant Indians. Then, in September
of 1879, news was brought down from the head of Lynn
Canal of a fight in the "Chilkat country" in which an
important chief, Klotz-kutch, was seriously wounded.
Captain L.A. Beardslee, Commander of the United States
Navy's ship Jamestown and Senior Representative of the
United States government in Alaska, faced with the increasingly impatient miners, seized the opportunity to intervene in the Indian argument. Beardslee's diplomacy gained
access to the Chilkoot Pass for the miners who, led by
Edmund Bean, crossed the Pass to the lakes beyond in 1880
23
and descended the upper Yukon in search of gold.
A year
later, miners again crossed the Pass and found gold in
paying quantities on the Big Salmon River, increasing the
24
promise of which Harper and McQuesten had written. " Now
that the way had been opened, the miners would continue to
scale the boulder strewn slopes of the Chilkoot Pass in
ever increasing numbers, beginning the detailed examination
of the upper Yukon River and its tributaries.
The unexplored upper Yukon River valley attracted not
only prospectors but scientists as well. William Dall had
been interested in access to the Alaskan interior from the
head of Lynn Canal and in his Alaska and Its Resources,
published in 1870, he provided a map of the Chilkat Trail
which crossed the coastal mountains to the west of the
Yukon River via the Chilkat Pass named after the Indians
25
who used it as a trade route into the interior.
The
German geographer Aurel Krause, while studying the coastal
Tlingit in 1882, twice penetrated the interior with Indian
guides via both passes, becoming the first scientific
explorer to enter the Yukon from Lynn Canal. Although his
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incursions into Canada were minor, his maps and reports of
the access routes were long appreciated by the scientific
26
community among which they were quietly circulated.
Despite the prolonged and widespread public criticism
of Seward's purchase, American interest in Alaska was
not dead in all circles. General Nelson A. Miles, under
whose jurisdiction the new territory fell, commissioned
one of his aides, a yound lieutenant named Frederick Schwatka, to conduct a military reconnaissance of Alaska
under the pretext that repeat disturbances among the
Indians represented a threat to American security in
Alaska. Other attempts by Miles to explore Alaska had
met with some congressional opposition and thus Schwatka1s
expedition was fated to be meagrely supplied and without
27
immediate recognition for its accomplishments.
Schwatka, an arctic explorer of some reputation, who
had searched for the ill-fated Franklin Expedition, crossed
28
the Chilkoot in the spring of 1883.
At Lake Lindeman
he built a large raft and drifted through the chain of
lakes to Campbell's Lewes River which he thought was the
Yukon River's headwater and renamed it appropriately.
Actually his journey was relatively rapid and he arrived
at St. Michael in less than two months.
The significance of Schwatka's exploration lay not
in the fact that he was the first to make such a trip but
in the fact that he provided the first survey of the
principal route of the Klondike Gold Rush of 1897-98.
Although of a dubious nature, a second accomplishment lay
in Schwatka's labelling of the geographic features along
his survey route. He arrogantly disregarded existing names
given to features by the Indians, miners and traders, in
favour of his own choices, many of which remain today.
Subsequently, publicity given to the expedition and
Schwatka's flair for the dramatic caught the imagination
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of the armchair geographers throughout the world.
Knowledge of the Yukon territory continued to grow
and a stream of traders and prospectors in ever greater
numbers continued to make their way into the great river
valley. The increased activity emphasized the need for
the respective national governments to acquire more knowledge of the Yukon and to this end, George M. Dawson of
the Geological and Natural History Survey of Canada conferred with William H. Dall, then of the United States
Geological Survey. Both men agreed an official survey was
required to locate the ill-defined and disputed boundaries
between Alaska and the Canadian Yukon territory.
In 1887, Dawson organized a three-fronted exploration
to the Yukon River and adjoining territory. Dawson himself
would follow a route from the Cassiar district in northern
British Columbia along the Liard, Francis and Pelly Rivers
to the Yukon, returning to the coast via the southern
mountain passes. The route would nearly duplicate Robert
Campbell's exploration. R.G. McConnell was to survey the
Stikine River in British Columbia, to cross the divide and
survey the lower Liard River to the Mackenzie. The following year he was ordered to descend the Mackenzie and
follow John Bell's route into the Yukon valley via the
Porcupine River, returning to the coast via the Chilkoot
Pass. McConnell's was the longest of the three surveys.
The last segment of the campaign was put in charge of
William Ogilvie, a man whose association with the Yukon
was to culminate in his appointment as its Commissioner in
1898. Ogilvie was to run a line over the Chilkoot Pass
from Lynn Canal and survey the Yukon River in detail to
the area of Forty Mile near the location of the International Boundary. Once there, he was to determine the exact
location of the 141st Meridian of Longitude on the Yukon
River, thus fixing the boundary.

12

Dawson was convinced that the three different traverses would provide the best opportunity of adding to
the knowledge of the Yukon district in light of the ever
increasing activity of prospecting and placer gold mining.
When the Klondike Gold Rush focussed the world's attention
on the Yukon River it was the reports of William Ogilivie
that were reproduced en masse in a desperate attempt to
provide information for the largely ignorant mass of gold
rushers.
The events that led Dawson to action in the Yukon also
led, slowly but irrevocably, to North America's greatest
gold rush adventure. Gold in the first paying quantities
had been found on the Big Salmon River in 1881 but it was
not until 1884 that the first minor rush occurred at Cassiar Bar 27 miles below the mouth of the Hootalinqua or
31
Teslin River.
A year later, on Chapman Bar on the
Stewart River, eager prospectors took as much as one
32
hundred dollars a day out of the sand.
In 1886, one
hundred miners from the "outside" made their way into the
Yukon to work the Steamboat Bar only a short distance from
Chapman Bar.
Two of the miners in the Stewart River Rush, Franklin
and Henry Madison, thought more of their chances beyond
the Stewart River diggings and prospected the Fortymile
River near the ill-defined Alaska-Canada boundary with
good pay in coarse gold as the reward for their efforts.
Fortymile proved to be the richest find to that point and
men would continue to work its creeks throughout the '80s
and '90s until the discoveries on the Klondike would draw
them away. The final precursor to the Klondike gold rush
occurred in 1894 when gold was discovered on Birch Creek
near Circle City, Alaska, nearly two hundred miles below
the mouth of the Fortymile and men rushed for a claim of
the wealth.
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Each of the discoveries brought more men into the
Yukon valley and mining communities like Fortymile continued to grow as mining technology was adapted to working
the frozen Yukon gravels. Despite the harsh climate and
the lack of transportation, three hundred men worked the
goldfields of Fortymile for several years after the initial
strike. Supplies, of course, remained a problem. The
individual miner could only bring in a limited amount of
goods and the Alaska Commercial Company who launched a
new steamer Arctic in 1889, was only able to provision
approximately one hundred men to remain in the goldfields
during the winter. For the rest the choice was limited they could descend the river to St. Michael or arduously
pole their way upriver in small boats, leaving the country
by the Chilkoot Pass. 33
Those who wintered in the Yukon and Alaska had to deal
with isolation. Mail service was virtually non-existent,
while travel all but ceased in the winter. The saloon
served for entertainment, as a meeting place, and when the
need arose, as the court house. It was this last function
that brought the complaints from John Healy of the North
American Transportation and Trading Company, who considered
the miners' committees and their arbitrary dispensation of
justice unacceptable. His objections were strengthened in
Ottawa by those of Bishop Bompas of the Yukon who complained of the unrestricted sale of liquor to the native
population. 34 In answer to these complaints, Inspector
Charles Constantine of the North West Mounted Police was
sent to the Yukon to assess the situation in the summer
of 1894. As a result of his report, twenty men and officers were dispatched to the Yukon. On July 24, 1895, the
contingent landed at the confluence of the Yukon and Fortymile Rivers. The first North West Mounted Police post
named Fort Constantine was completed before the winter
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closed, in.
This small detachment, relying completely on its own
resources and what had been provided by fortuitous foresight, was expected to police the vast territory over
which a very small population of natives, prospectors,
miners, traders and missionaries ranged freely. The
seemingly awesome task was further complicated by a shortage of supplies which was in large part due to the irregularity of steamer traffic from the lower river. Dependent
on man-powered river craft or travel on foot, the police
were limited in the exercise of Canadian sovereignty. Yet
as the spring of 1896 was ushered in, neither the miners
nor the police suspected the sweeping changes about to
take place, changes that would bring the entire issue of
Canadian sovereignty into question.
Robert Henderson, a Nova Scotian by birth, began his
prospecting of the Indian River, which paralleled the
Klondike, in 1894. A year of searching among the Indian
River's tributary creeks provided little encouragement,
but undaunted, Henderson crossed the divide into the Klondike watershed and on a creek he would later call Gold
Bottom, discovered gold in quantities large enough to work.
At one point in early 1896, he returned to Ogilvie by
descending the Indian River, but on the return journey,
he entered the Klondike River, at the mouth of which George
Washington Carmack and his two Indian companions, Skookum
Jim and Tagish Charlie, were fishing. Henderson related
the story of his discovery, invited Carmack to follow and
left for his claim on Gold Bottom Creek. About twenty days
later, Carmack and his Indian partners left the fish camp
in search of Henderson. The route they chose followed
Rabbit Creek upon which they found some gold in larger
quantities than Henderson had spoken about. At Gold Bottom
Creek the trio was not warmly received because of Hender-
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son's objection to the Indians working the creek. Denied
the normal miners hospitality and running low on supplies,
they returned by their original route. Near the site of
their initial discoveries, Jim killed a moose to sustain
the exhausted trio and during the following days, the men
dined on fresh moose and panned the gravels of Rabbit
Creek, gathering enough placer gold to convince them that
the area was worth staking. On August 17, 1896, George
Carmack staked the discovery claim while Jim and Charlie
staked regular claims above and below.
Even while Carmack and Charlie were on their way to
record their claims, other miners who had heard of Henderson's encouraging finds from the trader Joe Ladue at
Ogilvie were on their way into the Klondike valley. Claims
were staked lower on Rabbit Creek, renamed Bonanza, and
other creeks as well. Most notable of these was on Hunker
Creek which Henderson had originally called Gold Bottom.
Andrew Hunker staked a discovery claim, twice the size of
a regular claim, well below the point where Henderson was
still feverishly working, unaware of the activity around
him and too busy to stake his claim. Later, Henderson's
bitter contention was that Carmack had failed to inform
him of the Bonanza Creek discovery as they had earlier
agreed. Having to rely on this unwritten miners code in
his demand for a discovery claim, Henderson was ultimately
forced to accept a regular and rather unspectacular claim
surrounded by the richest goldfields in North America.
Meanwhile, Carmack and Charlie arrived in Fortymile,
having left Jim to guard the claims. The news of the
discovery spread through the small community and William
Ogilvie was a witness to the beginnings of the first rush
to the Klondike from existing gold diggings in the Yukon
and Alaska.
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The town was almost deserted; men who had been
in a chronic state of drunkenness for weeks
were pitched into boats as ballast and taken
up to stake themselves a claim, and claims
were staked by men for their friends who were
not in the country at the time. All this
gave rise to such conflict and confusion...
Although the news of the Klondike would take months to
reach the outside, the rush was on in the Yukon. Within
the first two weeks about two hundred claims were staked
on Carmack's Bonanza Creek. By November, five hundred more
had been staked and were at various stages in the official
recording process. Caught up in the euphoria which
engulfed the new goldfields, Ogilvie estimated that at
least two thousand men would be required to work them
properly. "Old timers" compared the Klondike with the
richest creeks of 1849 in California. The winter months
of 1896-97 were rampant with speculation and while the
true wealth of the discovery was not known, it was doubtless the richest find that far to be unearthed in the Yukon.
38
The spring meltwaters of 1897 would divulge just how rich.
In early 1897, miners who had worked all winter
sluiced their fortunes from the gravel and left the Yukon,
arriving in San Francisco and Seattle aboard the now famous
Excelsior and Portland. The gold that they carried ashore
provided fuel for the newspaper headlines that rocked the
depression weary United States. Within hours of their
arrival, the nation knew of the Klondike and the glittering
reward it held for those who could get there first.
The rush actually occurred in segments. The internal
rush from the existing goldfields involved at most several
hundred miners. News of gold in the Yukon had drifted
south for sometime before the Klondike and it was even
common knowledge to a considerable portion of the reading
public. Consequently a relatively small number of men left
southern ports for the Yukon in the winter and spring of
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1897. This second segment used the mountain passes north
of Lynn Canal and awaited the breakup of ice on the headwaters of the Yukon River early in 189 7 even before the
Portland had docked in Seattle. The tremendous wave of
people stirred to action by the "ton of gold" began leaving
Seattle and other west coast ports in August of 1897. This
rush was the largest ever to occur over such a short period.
The depression of 1893, the general low level of prices of
goods, a strong demand for gold and great demand for money,
coupled with the efficiency of the newspapers in spreading
the news, sent an estimated one hundred thousand people
northward, although only about thirty thousand would
39
actually reach Dawson.
Routes to the Klondike were numerous as was advice on
all aspects of the northward trek. Time was of the essence
if the would-be miner was to get a chance at the golden
fortune. Each miner had to assure his own survival for the
year it took to acquire a fortune. As a result, each of
them brought upwards of a ton of supplies into the Yukon.
This factor weighed heavily in favour of the shortest
route.
The routes could be grouped geographically into four
categories. The only all-water route left the west coast
by steamer to the mouth of the Yukon River where passage
was booked on a river steamer to Dawson. Although the
route was the easiest in terms of physical exertion, it
was also the most time consuming and most expensive. A
series of three trails led inland from the south coast of
Alaska beginning at the heads of Cook Inlet, Prince William
Sound and Yakutat Inlet. The latter two included usually
disastrous, often fatal, treks over the Valdez and Malaspina Glaciers respectively, and well
intended as all40
American routes.
The promotion of these trails stands as
one of the best examples of the irresponsible and mercenary
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motives of the transportation companies who sought to
capitalize on the rush.
The Canadian counterparts to the southern Alaskan
routes were the various trails which were collectively
dubbed the Edmonton trail or the all-Canadian route. From
Edmonton, the miner could gain access to the northward
flowing rivers of the Mackenzie drainage system and with
some imagination and a great many long portages, follow
what became the most reviled route to Dawson. Despite the
lavish promises of the Edmonton business community, the
stampeder after leaving Edmonton was left to his own often
inadequate devices. If he arrived in Dawson at all, it
was usually too late to participate in bonanza mining.
The fourth series of trails, by far the shortest and
most heavily used during the rush, led the goldseeker from
the Pacific coast over what in fact was a short, albeit
strenuous, portage to the headwaters of the Yukon River,
which could be navigated by hand-built craft constructed
by the stampeders on the shores of Lakes Lindeman and Bennett. From Bennett City, only one portage around Miles
Canyon and the White Horse Rapids was required. The most
southerly of the trails, known variously as the Stikine or
Telegraph Trail, began at either Juneau or Wrangell, following the Taku or Stikine Rivers respectively, inland and
overland to Teslin Lake in the Yukon drainage system. On
the western extremity was the Chilkat or Dalton Trail,
which left tidewater at the head of the western arm of Lynn
Canal, following an ancient Indian trade route over the
Chilkat Pass in a wide arc to the Yukon River near the
present day settlements of Carmacks. These trails were the
longest and consequently least used of the Lynn Canal
routes.
The vast majority of gold rushers chose the shortest
route to the Yukon's headwaters which was the Chilkoot or
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Dyea Trail or the slightly longer White Pass or Skagway
Trail. The Chilkoot Trail began at a small trading post
operated by John J. Healy in the Indian village of Dyea
at the mouth of the Taiya River. From sea level the trail
wound its way through a narrow steep valley to the foot of
the Chilkoot Pass where it then climbed to the summit at
over 3500 feet above sea level. The trail descended to a
tent city of boat builders at Lake Lindeman following a
series of small lakes and connecting rivers. The White
Pass Trail was nearly 1000 feet lower and its gradient more
humane. Although a few miles longer, it ended at Lake
Bennett downstream from Lake Lindeman, thus avoiding the
boulder-choked One Mile River that joined the two.
By the fall of 1897, the camps at the foot of both
trails had swelled to towns with frame buildings housing
hotels, cafes and offices, while shipload after shipload
of men and supplies continued to arrive almost daily. The
fragile environment, the incessant rain, coupled with the
pounding of thousands of human feet and horse hooves,
turned the trails into quagmires, but more so on the White
Pass Trail as its entire length while the Chilkoot, nearly
impossible for beasts of burden, remained essentially a
foot trail. By September, The White Pass Trail had become
impassable and was closed while the stampeders themselves
made some improvements.
The impediments of the fall were soon overcome as
winter covered the dead horses and mud with tons of snow.
William Moore, the original discoverer of the White Pass,
had made improvements to the harbour at Skagway but the
press of men encouraged further developments. Moore's
four miles of road were soon extended by George Brackett
who had hopes of providing a road, suitable for freight
wagons, the entire way to Bennett City across the White
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Pass.
Mechanization was also applied to the steeper
Chilkoot Pass. A road was impossible but an ingenious
system of aerial tramways conveyed tons of supplies to the
summit, displacing the expensive corps of Indian packers
who had previously monopolized the trade. Entrepreneurs
were not long in realizing that transportation was the key
to the wealth of the Yukon. Communities had sprung up
along the entire land and water route to Dawson. Dawson
itself, a seasonally occuped Indian fishing camp only a
few months before, became a mining camp of thirty-five
hundred people by the summer of 189 743 and a boomtown of
nearly twenty thousand a year later.44 Most of these
people had come over the Chilkoot and White Passes and
sailed down the Yukon in the spring of 189 8 in a fleet of
crude craft hammered together at the heads of Lakes Lindeman and Bennett.
The demand created by this influx of people and the
associated increase in mining acitvity provided the incentive to increase dramatically the lower river steamboat
fleet.45 At maximum during the summer of 189 8, perhaps
110 sternwheelers operated on the lower River.46 In
addition to this large fleet, a number of smaller boats
were hauled over the mountain passes and assembled on the
shores of Lake Bennett to transport freight to the head
of Miles Canyon where a small horse-powered tramway running
on wooden rails transferred it to the lower river steamers
for the trip to Dawson. 47
Meanwhile the possibility of a railway over the White
Pass was being contemplated. With the financial backing
of the Close Brothers of London, England a series of companies, eventually consolidated under the White Pass and
Yukon Route Railway Company, contracted with Michael J.
Heney to push the 110 mile, narrow gauge railway over the
48
White Pass to a point below the White Horse Rapids.
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Construction of the line was begun in May 1898 and the
trains were operating to Bennett City by July 1899. The
railroad, built under adverse conditions and at a great
cost, was completed on June 8, 1900, ending the movement
of freight over the Chilkoot Pass.49
The completion of the railroad offered an alternative
to the lower river route via St. Michael, Alaska, with
agreements for through rates negotiated between the White
Pass and Yukon Route and the upper river navigation companies . By 1901, the economic viability of the company demanded the establishment of a river division. Consequently by
1903 all but three boats on the upper river were owned by
the British Yukon Navigation Company. 50 The new company then
began providing vigorous competition for the companies on the
lower river, forcing their consolidation under the ownership
of the Northern Navigation Company. In April 1914, the British
Yukon Navigation Company purchased the lower river company and
operated it as a wholly owned subsidiary. 51 The Yukon Rxver
had formed the highway by which the country had been explored
and opened up by the trader and the prospector. It also provided the route for the gold rush of 1898 at which time sternwheeler river traffic reached its zenith. The river remained
the main transportation artery for the Yukon well into the 20th
century when it was gradually replaced by a network of overland routes.
As early as 1900 it was realized that the Yukon needed a
transportation network that could supply settlements and
transport people during the long winter. That year a system of
winter roads, actually swaths of cleared bush over which horse
drawn sleighs could travel were established between the end of rail
at Whitehorse and Dawson. Progress on a land route continued
when in 1902 the Canadian government contracted with the
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White Pass and Yukon Route to build a winter road which
cut off the lobes of the gentle "S" bend that the Yukon
made between Whitehorse and Dawson. The advent of this
road ensured Dawson would not be cut off when the river
froze over.52 By 1914-15, motor vehicle traffic, although
not replacing horse drawn vehicles, was of sufficient
volume to warrant improvement of the road and the instal53
lation of cable ferries at the various river crossings.
The replacement of the river for overland roads was a
gradual process lasting more than half a century, but it
seemed almost inevitable considering the seasonal nature
of river traffic.
The post-war economic slump was offset by the discovery and development of the mineral deposits at Mayo on
the Stewart River after 1919.54 Dawson, the gold rush
capital and centre of Yukon economic activity, was slowly
superceded by Mayo through the 1920s. For traffic on the
river the single most important factor in its continuation
between the wars was the mining at Mayo and yet the two
55
facets of the Yukon economy were mutually supportive.
Water transport was important and would continue to be
important but development of air traffic after 1930, the
construction of the Alaska Highway during World War II,
and the completion of the all-weather roads, among them
the Klondike Highway between Whitehorse and Dawson, sounded
the death knell for the last sternwheeler operating on the
river. The S.S. Klondike was beached in 19 55. A way of
life marked by the freeze-up and break-up of the river had
passed into history. The Yukon River had been an integral
link in the sternwheeler-railroad based Yukon transportation system until 1950-55 when the sternwheelers were
56
replaced by all-weather roads.
With their disappearance,
old Yukon communities
like Fort Selkirk were all but
abandoned while others assumed purely local functions.
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The sternwheelers are rapidly becoming a memory and in all
but a very limited sense, the Yukon River is a highway for
tourists only.

24

Endnotes
1

Allen A. Wright, Prelude to Bonanza, The Discovery and
Exploration of the Yukon (Sidney, British Columbia:
Gray's Publishing, 1976), p. 15.

2
3
4

Ibid., p. 17.
Ibid., p. 18.
Clifford Wilson, Campbell of the Yukon (Toronto: Macmillan, 1970), p. 97.
Allen A. Wright, op. cit., p. 18.

5
6

L.A. Zagoskin, Lieutenant Zagoskin Travels in Russian
America 1842-44 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1967) .

7
8
9

Allen A. Wright, op. cit., pp. 23-24.
Clifford Wilson, op. cit., pp. 68-69.
Ibid., pp. 72-73; Allen A. Wright, op. cit., p. 41.

10
11

12
13
14

Clifford Wilson, op. cit., pp. 121-25; Allen A.
Wright, op. cit., p. 71.
George M. Dawson, Report of an Exploration in the Yukon
District, N.W.T. and Adjacent Northern Portion of
British Columbia, 1897 (re-issued) (Ottawa: Queen's
Printer, 1898), p. 15; Alexander Hunter Murry, Journal
of the Yukon 1847-78 (Ottawa: Government Printing
Bureau,1910).

15

Allen A. Wright, op, cit., pp. 70-71.
Ibid., p. 119.
William Healy Dall, Alaska and Its Resources (Boston:
Lee and Sheppard, 1870), p. 6.
Ibid., p. 122.

16

Ibid., p. 240; Allen A. Wright, op. cit., p. 117.

25

17
18
19
20
21
22
23

24
25

William W. Kirby, "A journey into the Yukon," Smithsonian Annual Report (1864), pp. 416-20.
Allen A. Wright, op. cit., p. 87.
Ibid., p. 90.
Frederick Whymper, Travels in America and on the Yukon
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1869), p. 258.
Allen A. Wright, op. cit., p. 131.
Ibid.., pp. 127, 131.
L.A. Beardslee, Reports of Captain L.A. Beardslee, U.S.
Navy, Relative to Affairs in Alaska (Washington : Government Printing Office, 1882), pp. 60-65.
George M. Dawson, op. cit., p. 180.
William Healy Dali, op. cit., "Map of Alaska and
Adjoining Territory."

26

Aurel Krause, The Tlingit Indians (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 1956); George M. Dawson, op. cit.,
p. 180.

27

Frederick Schwatka, Along Alaska's Great River (New
York: Cassel and Co., 1895).

28

Morgan B. Sherwood (éd.), Exploration of Alaska 18651900 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965), p. 77.

29

Frederick Schwatka, op. cit.; A Summer in Alaska (St.
Louis: J.W. Henry, 1894) .
William Ogilvie, Information respecting the Yukon
district from Reports of W. Qgilvie (D.L.S.) and From
Other Sources (Ottawa: Department of the Interior,
1897), p. 11.

30

31
32
33
34

George M. Dawson, op. cit., p. 180; Allen A. Wright,
op. cit., p. 161.
William Ogilvie, op. cit., p. 108.
Ibid., p. 112.
Canada. Public Archives (hereafter cited as PAC), RG
18, Vol. 89, file 97-94, Deputy Superintendent General

26

Indians Affairs to White, 26 August 1893; PAC, RG 18,
Vol. 89, file 97-94, Report of a Committee to the Privy
Council, 29 November 1893.
35

36

Canada. Parliament, "Supplementary Report of the Commissioner of the North-West Mounted Police Force 1895,"
in Sessional Papers, 1896 (Ottawa: Queen's Printer,
1896), pp. 7,8.
William Ogilvie, Early Days on the Yukon (Ottawa: Thornburn & Abbott, 1913), pp. 115-34.

37
38
39

William Ogilvie, Information op. cit., p. 58.
Ibid., pp. 55-58.
Harld A. Innis, Settlement and the mining frontier in
Canadian Frontiers of Settlement V. 9 (Toronto: Macmillan, 1936), p. 183.

40

Pierre Berton, Klondike: The Last Great Gold Rush 18961899 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1972), pp. 201207.

41

Tappan Adney, The Klondike Stampede of 1897-98 (New
York: Ye Galleon Press, 1968), pp. 76-83.

42

Edwin C. Bearss, Proposed Klondike Gold Rush National
Historical Park, Historic Resource Study (Washington:
Office of Historic Architecture Eastern Service Centre,
National Parks Service, 1970), pp. 214-16.

43
44
45
46

Pierre
Harold
Ibid.,
Gordon
lished

47

R.J. Friesen, The Chilkoot Pass and the Great Gold Rush
of 1898 (Ottawa: Manuscript Report Series N. 236,
1978), p. 166.

48
49

Edwin C. Bearss, op. cit., p. 247.
Samuel H. Graves, On the "White Pass" Pay Roll (New
York: Paladin Press, 1970) .

Berton, op. cit., p. 87.
A. Innis, op. cit., p. 191.
pp. 182-83.
Bennett, Yukon Transportation:
manuscript), p. 47.

A History (unpub-

27

50
51
52
53
54
55
56

Gordon Bennett, op. cit., p. 113.
Ibid., p. 118.
Ibid., p. 155.
Ibid., p. 162.
Morris Zaslow, The Opening of the Canadian North 18701914 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1971), p. 121.
Gordon Bennett, op. cit., p. 213.
Ibid., p. 301.

28

Thematic Narratives

A. Native History in the Early Contact Period

A 1.

1840-1894

Native Economy

Athapaskan Indians in the Yukon numbered about three thousand at the time of white contact.
The low density, less
than five people per one hundred square miles, was distributed along the major waterways of which the Yukon was
central with the Pelly, Stewart, White and Porcupine Rivers
the major systems feeding into it. The natural environment,
the harsh climate and relatively low constantly changing
resource base limited the size of the family, the basic
economic unit.
The pre-contact yearly round of activities centred on
the collection and storage of food for the long winter as
Yukon Indians participated in a wholly hunting and gathering
2
economy.
Emerging from the cold and snow of the eight
month winter, the rivers and lakes provided a renewed abundance of fresh water fish, such as whitefish. The returning
migratory wild fowl, beaver, muskrat and gopher supplemented
the diet before full scale net fishing could begin. Fishing
was continued through the early summer and as the surplus
grew, it was split, dried and stored as were the salmon
which appeared in late summer in the rivers of the Yukon
system. Depending on the local abundance of large game,
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the fish was augmented with moose, caribou and mountain
sheep. As summer closed, raised or ground caches were
built and filled where the resources had been most abundant
and throughout the winter months, the young men would be
sent from camp to bring back the stored food or the family
group would move from cache to cache. During the winter,
the habitually inadequate supplies of food were added to by
the able bodied men who continued to hunt large game and by
the old people, women and children who hunted small game
3
such as the ptarmigan.
The people living in the Yukon harvested its resources
as they were offered, often travelling hundreds of miles in
a single year over well worn trails in small nuclear family
units or in related groups of an extended family in their
pattern of subsistence activities. Although the natives
were separated linguistically into groups of either Tagish,
Tutchone, Han or Kutchin, the territorial boundaries were
not rigorous and fluctuated with shifts in the availability
4
of resources.
The advent of the fur trade with white incursion
changed the native economy from food collecting, in which
the repeated theme was a constant semi-nomadic search for
food, to a combination of gathering, fur trapping and
trade. At first, the Yukon Indians traded only with the
coastal Tlingit who acted as middlemen for the Russians
on the coast of southeastern Alaska.
By the mid-19th
century, they were trading with the Hudson's Bay Company
at Fort Selkirk and Fort Yukon. Then, with the arrival of
the independent traders who replaced the company before the
Klondike gold rush, native economy saw the advent of the
last change to an expanding money economy.
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A 2.

Native Settlement

The dependence of the Indians on hunting and gathering
dictated a nomadic lifestyle always in search of resources
that were highly scattered and localized. Capturing the
essence of the characteristics of Yukon valley Indian
settlement patterns prior to white contact, an informant
related:
...we're always moving. Never stay around
one place for long. We got to move,
otherwise we find no food. Even then
sometimes there no food for a while, so
people in camp go hungry. Wherever there's
food, well, we got to move to that place.-*The pattern of movement centered on the collection of food.
Tagish and Tutchone Indians knew of no aboriginal parallel
to the modern Yukon Indian villages. While people often
returned to certain preferred hunting or fishing areas,
2
the dwellings they constructed were not permanent.
Most
often, living sites frequented by the nomadic southern
Yukon Indians offered the best food resources, good suplies of wood and water, protection from strong winds in
winter and level ground for working and living. Shelter
consisted of brush and bark covered rectangular lean-to or
conical dwellings that could readily be abandoned to search
3
for new food sources.
Along the Yukon valley the local habits may have
differed as did the type of structures used, but none had
4
settled villages in the post contact sense.
The mouths
of rivers flowing into the Yukon made ideal sites for
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summer fishing camps, while the winter camps were in many
cases made where the cache of a good moose or caribou hunt
had occurred.
The beginning of permanent villages can be traced
back to the period of contact in the mid-19th century
when the first trading posts were established.
After
the development of regular trade with the Hudson's Bay
Company and later with the American trading companies or
independent traders, Indians began to establish relatively
permanent family settlements in association with private
traplines and, later, in the proximity of the trading
centres.
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A 3. Native Transportation

The Yukon River was the main artery for movement in the
territories of Alaska and the Yukon in the pre-contact
period and in fact was a corridor for the prehistoric
migration of man from Siberia to the New World.
The
Athapaskan Indians occupied the Yukon valley and most of
the area drained by its tributaries, occasionally occupying
nomadic settlements along the waterways to take advantage
of the annual salmon runs as a major source of food.2
Mobility was the key to their continued existence as the
food resources of the country varied seasonally, annually,
and often in unpredictable cycles.
Like the white man who would follow, the Indians
readily established a system of water and overland modes
of transportation to adapt to short summers when the river
was free of ice and the eight months that it was frozen
and the land was covered with snow. Overland travel and
transport was entirely by foot with supplies and the proceeds of hunting or trading back-packed by man and dogs,
or pulled or pushed in sleds. Snowshoes were common to the
whole of the population of the Yukon valley and although
they differed in minor specifics of design and size, invariably they were long and narrow with frames of birch or
spruce laced with babiche, a cord of semi-tanned hide. The
snowshoe was essential to travel, hunting and trade throughout the winter. 3
Instead of the usual Indian toboggan, the Indians
below the Pelly River used a sled which had been adopted
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from and spread by the Kutchin interaction with the Eskimo.
The sled varied in design; the Han Indians used a sled made
of birch rails tied with babiche, with runners upturned at
both ends, while further down the fiver Indians used both
a sled which was upturned at only the front, as well as a
design similar to the Han design. Men, women and children,
but seldom dogs, that were rare and trained instead for
hunting and packing, were used to pull and in some cases
5
push the loaded sled to its destination.
The Tagish and
Tutchone Indians of the upper Yukon did not adopt the sled
or toboggan until the era of the Klondike gold rush.
Water transportation was important during the ice-free
preiod from approximately the beginning of June to the end
of September. Large and small rafts were often used to
drift downstream when camps were moved or when a hunter was
returning from the chase. The rafts were only meant to be
used once and were discarded or burnt for firewood at the
7
.
destination.
More sophisticated craft like the dugout
canoe were used extensively by the Tagish and Tutchone who
had to select a cottonwood tree at least three feet in
diameter to hollow out for the boat. Further along the
Yukon, Indians rarely made dugout canoes because of a
greater abundance of the preferred birch bark.
On the
upper Yukon, because of a lack of birch, the Indians used
spruce bark to cover a spruce frame, making a relatively
heavy yet fragile canoe that cracked easily unless properly
g
maintained.
The birch bark canoe was only occasionally
made by the Tutchone but it was a primary transportation
vehicle in the territory of the Han Indians below the confluence of the Pelly and Yukon where birch trees were more
abundant. Two sizes of the canoe were generally made by
the Indians below the Pelly. A small narrow canoe, between
12 and 18 feet long and 24 to 27 inches wide which seated
only one man, was used almost exclusively for hunting. A

4
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larger canoe, 20 to 25 feet long and 30 inches wide, was
used by the women as a "travelling canoe" for the transport
of the nomadic camp.
For both canoes, a frame of carefully chosen straight grained spruce was covered with three
or more sheets of birch bark selected in most cases a year
in advance of construction. The bark was sewn on to the
frame with split spruce root by the women and sealed with
spruce gum. Flat bottoms, straight sides and a profile
resembling the Eskimo kayak were common to both types of
canoe while the hunting canoe was decked partially forward
and occasionally abaft the passenger.
The only craft other than the raft that was universal
among the Indians of the Yukon drainage system was the skin
covered boat. Constructed in much the same way as any of
the Indians1 internal frame canoes, it was covered with
moose hides generally sewn to the frame with animal sinew
or spruce root and sealed with animal grease or spruce gum.
This craft required a great deal of care and could only be
used for a short period of time before the hides were water
logged.12 For these reasons, it was generally constructed
as a temporary means of transportation.13
The Yukon Indians developed a multiplicity of transportation modes. This variety allowed them the required
mobility to effectively maintain their hunting and gathering
economy in a restrictive environment.
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A 4.

Native Social Organization

Prior to white contact, the Tagish and Tutchone had a close
trade and even kinship relationship with the coastal and
inland Tlingit. The social organization of the interior
people who occupied the headwaters of the Yukon was a
matrilineal society divided into two clans which bore a
striking similarity to the coastal Tlingit social organization. The Tagish and Tutchone named the two parts or
clans after the Crow and Wolf, the former of which was
given legendary credit for the founding of the social system.
While the individual generally found himself more
closely associated or related to those people he habitually
lived and travelled with or those members of his nuclear or
extended family, the kinship ties also linked him to seldom
seen or unknown people within the large framework of the
2
moiety affiliation.
Leadership among the Tagish was a
matter of sib rank with matrilineal succession and thus
there was the possibility of many leaders in a single
hunting or settlement group. Age was also important with
the "oldest of all" acting as "boss" or advisor in important
social events such as the potlach.3 Among the less Tlingitized Tutchone, further north along the Yukon River, leadership or chieftanship was more a matter of character, skill,
intelligence and wealth. The man well endowed with all
these facilities could maintain a large group of followers
4
over which he could extend his authority.
The Kutchin, on the other hand, who lived further
downstream on the Yukon and were less susceptible to Tlingit
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influence, differed somewhat. They divided themselves into
three kinship groups or phratries which determined succes5
sion matrilmeally.
This system also appeared to be common
among the Han Indians who occupied the area around the
Klondike and Fortymile Rivers.
The pre-contact concept
of "chief" among the Kutchin was not strongly developed,
the position being assumed by the individual who controlled
the most wealth or by the most powerful or influential
shaman. Two classes were recognized, based on wealth, with
the chief fulfilling a parental role directing the exploi7
tation of the environment.
In the very general sense, the
concept of "chief" or leader was similar among the Han
Indians who recognized leaders from the wealth and power
they garnered in their individual groups.
The Yukon Indian social structure was based on kinship
ties. It offered the individual Indian a measure of
security even if the environment offered an uncertain
yield of resources.
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B.

The Early History of White Contact 1850-1896

B 1.

Exploration

The Russian exploitation of the fur resources of Alaska was
more thorough than her exploration of the interior. The
discovery of the Yukon River and the establishment of St.
Michael in 1832 did not occur until nearly one hundred years
after Bering's discovery of Alaska. Nulato at the mouth of
the Nulato River on the Yukon was the furthest permanent
establishment of the Russians, and in 184 2-43, an expedition
led by Lieutenant Zagoskin penetrated the interior to a
point about five hundred miles from the coast, which marked
their furthest documented exploration.
In all probability,
however, the Russian fur traders reached further into the
interior, perhaps as far as the headwaters of the great
2
river.
The Hudson's Bay Company, on the other hand, reached
into the Yukon River valley and deep into Russian territory
from the northeast via the Porcupine River. Alexander Murry
built Fort Yukon in 1845 at the confluence of the Porcupine
and Yukon, one year after John Bell had discovered it
3
and named both rivers.
Meanwhile, another of the Company's servants, Robert Campbell, was working steadily west
in search of Alexander Mackenzie's great river flowing west
into the Pacific. In 1848, after descending the Pelly,
Campbell built Fort Selkirk where it met a river he called
the Lewes. Held back by Sir George Simpson, who was unsure
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of the geography of the western extreme of the Company's
holdings and apprehensive about contact with the Russians,
Campbell waited until 1851 to descend the Lewes to Fort
4
Yukon, thus proving the connection he had long suspected.
The Hudson's Bay Company's presence on the Yukon was
only temporary, as Campbell's post was sacked in 1852 and
abandoned. Fort Yukon was also abandoned by the Company
after the United States purchased Alaska in 1867 and
5
expelled the British fur traders from their new territory.
Despite the widespread criticism of the acquisition,
the Alaska purchase did increase interest in the new
American north. William Healy Dali, a name that would
become synonymous with Alaskan exploration, first entered
the Yukon valley at St. Michael in 186 5 and in subsequent
years, explored the lower river. As part of the Western
Union Telegraph Expedition, men from his party ascended to
Fort Selkirk, before the project to find an overland telegraph route linking United States with Europe was abandoned.
In 1874, Leroy McQuesten ascended the river 350 miles
beyond Fort Yukon in the small steamer Yukon and built a
trading post a scant six miles below the mouth of the
Klondike River.
Traders and gold prospectors continued
to trickle into the country, working on the various creeks
and bars along the river and gaining a more intimate knowledge of its geography. Thus, in 1880, the Chilkoot Pass
was opened to the miners who had gathered at Sitka after
the Cassiar gold rush in northern British Columbia and in
a chain of small and scattered discoveries, they worked
toward the Klondike.
The first concerted effort to map the great river from
its headwaters to the Bering Sea was done under the direction of the U.S. Army by Lieutenant Frederick Schwatka.
The military reconnaissance done by Schwatka's small
expedition provided the first survey of the Yukon and a
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wealth of knowledge concerning the geography, biology and
ethnography of the isolated river valley. Miners continued
to follow Schwatka over the pass and prospecting and
. .
7
trading activity continued to increase.
It was this increased activity that encouraged the
Canadian government to launch a three-fronted campaign to
gain more knowledge about the promising territory and to
determine the location of the 141st Meridian, the boundary
between Alaska and the Yukon district. George M. Dawson led
a party into the Yukon from the Stikine River, approximating
Robert Campbell's route. R.G. McConnell, beginning at the
same point, gained the Mackenzie River in 1887 and the
following year retraced John Bell's historic trek into the
Yukon Valley while William Ogilivie crossed the Chilkoot,
mapped the Yukon River to Fortymile and fixed the position
8
of the International boundary on the river.
The observations of these men, especially Ogilvie and Dawson, com9
pleted what was not known about the Yukon River.
William
Ogilvie was in the Yukon at Fortymile when the Klondike
gold was discovered and it was his published reports that
guided many of the thousands who rushed down the river to
Dawson in 1897-98. 10
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B 2.

Trade

The Yukon River was a well established trade route long
before the white man had ever seen it. Chilkat Indians
had been crossing the narrow mountain passes to the south
of its headwaters to trade fish oil and edible dried seaweed to the Tagish and Tutchone Indians who in turn supplied
furs, hides and native copper. The interior Indians
extended the trade further inland, up the Pelly and White
Rivers.
The advent of the Russians intensified the trade
pattern and gave the coastal Tlingits a new source of trade
goods which they introduced to the Indians on the upper
Yukon who acted as middlemen in a far reaching trade
2
system.
Slowly working northward in the quest for new fur
resources, the Russians appeared on the Yukon River in
1833, having established a base of operations at St. Michael
on Norton Sound into which the Yukon flowed. 3 By 184 3, the
Russians had established their maximum extent on the Yukon
with the erection of a post at Nulato, although as late as
4
1865 they made annual trading trips further inland.
In 1845, Alexander Hunter Murry built Fort Yukon at
the confluence of the Porcupine and Yukon Rivers. Three
years later, Robert Campbell descended the Pelly River and
built Fort Selkirk. Both first opened up new trading areas
not before directly accessible to white traders whose
presence interfered with the established patterns of native
5
trade.
The Han Indians, although disturbed by the intrusion of Fort Yukon, took no hostile action, while the
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Chilkat from the Pacific Coast pillaged Fort Selkirk,
causing its abandonment. Fort Yukon was left as the only
Hudson's Bay post on the river, but after the United
States purchased Alaska, the British company was expelled
from their post which lay well within the boundaries of
the new possession.
Shortly before the United States purchased Alaska,
commercial interests in San Francisco bought out the
Russian American Company. The appearances of the
American company on the Yukon brought the first steampowered
sternwheeled boats into the territory and not long after, a
7
small group of traders.
Alfred Mayo ran a post for the
company at the mouth of the Tanana River while Leroy
McQuesten, in 1874, established a post called Fort Reliance,
ironically only a few miles below the mouth of the soon to
be famous Klondike River. A strike on the Stewart River
saw the establishment of the first in a long line of outp

fitting and supply posts.
McQuesten and May were joined
by Arthur Harper, also a former prospector, and together
over the next several years they established trading posts
whenever and wherever prospecting or mining activity
warranted their presence.
In 1886, Harper and McQuesten built Fortymile post
at the mouth of gold-bearing Fortymile River. This strike
was followed by smaller strikes further downriver in
Alaska. Fort Selkirk was then re-established in 1899 by
9
Harper, who had left his partners.
In 1893, John J. Healy
arrived at Fortymile aboard his company's steamer, the
Porteous B. Weare, to establish the first North American
Transportation and Trading Company post named Fort Cudahy.
The new post was located a mile below McQuesten's Fortymile, which was by this time a well established mining
community.
Then a strike on the Sixtymile Creek saw the
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establishment of Ogilvie in 1894, another of Harper's
trading posts. That same year a minor rush to Birch Creek
established Circle City, complete with McQuesten's newest
trading post.
The stage was set. Miners, in limited yet ever
increasing numbers, were able to winter over in the
settlements along the Yukon, assured that in spring the
small fleet of sternwheelers would resupply the trading
posts upon which their prospecting depended. Only a few
short years later this pattern of supply focussed on the
lower river would switch to the southerly or upper river
route with the gold rush of 1898.
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B 3.

Church Missions

The church was not long in following the explorers and fur
traders into the Yukon Valley. Reverend William West Kirby,
during a three months* journey through his diocese in the
Mackenzie and Porcupine River Valleys, spent a week at Fort
Yukon. No chance was lost proselytizing the natives along
his route. Kirby was almost gleeful about the Kutchin
Indians' affinity for the absorption of Anglican Christianity.
The Kutchin or Loucheux of Fort Yukon were faithful to their first contact with the white man's religion
and refused to succomb to the preaching of the Oblate Father
Sequim who followed Kirby after his second incursion into
the Yukon in 1862. The protestant officers of the Hudson's
Bay posts gave neither Sequim nor his followers any support
and the Roman Catholic cause had little success among the
2
nominal Anglican natives of the Yukon.
Kirby had won the
Yukon for the Anglican cause by virtue of his premier
appearance at Fort Yukon.
A permanent minister was soon found to take charge of
the mission at Fort Yukon. Robert McDonald arrived at the
remote fort in October of 1862 and quickly mastered the
Kutchin dialect, thus providing the receptive proselytes
with prayers and hymns in their own language. Unfortunately, after only two years of service in the Yukon,
McDonald fell ill with influenza and was not expected to
3
recover.
The anticipated loss, related to the home
mission, brought William Carpenter Bompas to Fort Simpson
in 1866 but with McDonald's recovery, Bompas was left
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without a mission. Kirby and McDonald then agreed he should
serve as a roving missionary among the Athapaskan.
Bompas first saw the Yukon River in 1873 when he
accompanied the Hudson's Bay Company trading party to the
Yukon River from their new headquarters at Rampart House
4
on the Porcupine River.
Shortly after his first view of
the "splendid river", Bompas was called to England where he
was made Bishop of Athabaska and married Charlotte Selina
Cox, with Whom he returned to Fort Simpson. The new Bishop
had already stationed native lay workers at the two Hudson's
Bay posts on the Porcupine but further extension into the
5
Yukon valley had to wait.
In 1891, the northern diocese was divided and the
devoted missionary, upon his own insistence, was made Bishop
of the westernmost division, a diocese named Selkirk and
later changed to Yukon. In August of 1892, after 26 years
of service in the north, Bompas took up another remote
headquarters in the raucous new mining camp of Fortymile,
just inside the Canadian border at the mouth of the Fortymile River.
St. John or Buxton Mission, located on an
island in the Fortymile River, soon had a residential school
at which Bompas and his wife both taught and cared for aban7
doned and orphan native children.
Another mission and
school were located near the site of Campbell's Fort Selkirk
on the upper Yukon River in the missionaries' attempt to
reach all the Yukon natives.
In 1896, the discovery of gold changed Bompas' plans
to build a larger church for his St. John's Mission.
Instead, he redirected a sum of money from the Society for
the Promotion of Christian Knowledge to Reverend Bowen for
the provision of a church for the new boomtown at the mouth
g
of the Klondike River.
Bompas, always more fond of work
among the Indians, did not leave the nearly empty settlement
at Fortymile until 1901 when he moved to Caribou Crossing
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(Carcross) at the north end of Bennett Lake. Further translation work and teaching in the Indian school occupied his
time until his death in 1906, a year before which he had
enthusiastically welcomed Isaac 0. Stringer, the Yukon's
new bishop.
The gold rush wrought many changes in the fabric of
the Yukon and one was the breaking of the Anglican monopoly
in the Yukon. 9 Father Judge, a Roman Catholic headed for
Alaska, was diverted to Dawson in 1897 where he built a
church and the St. Mary's hospital while Methodists, Presbyterians and the Salvation Army also established themselves
in the growing mining camp.
The tremendous upsurge in
the white population ended the purely native mission phase
of the Yukon church.
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B 4.

The Mining Frontier

Prospectors and miners moved steadily north from the fabled
goldfields of California in 1849. The 49ers moved up the
rock spine of western North America in search of another
eldorado. Always hopeful, they washed the sands of Oregon,
Washington, the Queen Charlotte Islands, the Caribou District and the Cassiar in 1873-74. Fifteen hundred men
panned $100,000 on the doorstep of the Yukon district.
Rumours of gold beyond the mountains began to reach the
miners. Frederick Whymper published the first account of
gold; the devoted Reverend Robert McDonald was supposed to
have found gold on a creek between Fort Yukon and the
Tanana River; and a Hudson's Bay Company clerk in a letter
home mused of the Reverend's "discovery" and talked of
becoming a gold digger as a "last resort".
Prospectors had entered the Yukon as early as 1873 and
2
found "colours" in the Yukon River system.
These men,
Arthur Harper and Leroy "Jack" McQuesten who had pushed the
mining frontier north, would play an important role in
sustaining the search for gold by others. An employee of
the Alaska Commercial Company named George Holt, reputed
to have crossed the hithertofore closed Chilkoot Pass south
of the Yukon River headwaters, brought out gold nuggets to
stir the restless imaginations of the miners at Sitka and
3
Juneau sometime between 1875 and 1878.
By 1880, men
crossed the Chilkoot Pass, which had been opened with the
aid of the United States Navy, in numbers which gradually
increased year after year.
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In 1181, gold in paying quantities was found on the Big
Salmon River. Although it was the first find of its kind,
the first minor rush did not occur until 1884 when miners
began to work the sands and gravels of Cassiar Bar 27 miles
below the mouth of the Hootalinqua or Teslin River. A
year later and more than two hundred miles below these
initial finds, on Chapman Bar on the Stewart River, encouraged prospectors took as much as $100 a day out of the
sand. The amount was remarkable considering the crude
state of mining technology on the Yukon. The gold bearing
sand and gravel was shovelled into a hopper and rocked to
wash the fine sand and gold through a screen at the bottom
where more water washed the lighter sand away, leaving the
gold trapped in the riffles of the sluice shute. "Coco
matting" in the riffles was washed in a tub several times
a day and the resultant sediment was panned by hand for
gold. When a sufficient head of water could be obtained,
a sluice box could be arranged and while the paydirt still
had to be shovelled into the hopper, the gravity powered
water washed the gravel, eliminating the tedious rocking.
Gold mining continued to concentrate on the banks and
bars of the Yukon and its tributaries, "skim" mining the
7
surface deposits. Using this method as many as one hundred
miners from the "outside" rushed in 1886 to the Steamboat
Bar a short distance from the initial finds on the Chapman
Bar on the Stewart River. In 1888, gold was discovered 70
g
miles below McQuesten's Fort Reliance on Seventymile Creek
and men rocked as much as $50 a day from the sands of its
9
bars.
Other strikes followed as prospectors continued to
probe the secrets of the country.
In 18 86, two miners from the Stewart River rush discovered coarse gold on the Fortymile River near the illdefined Alaska-Canada border, and while men rushed to
other strikes like Brich Creek near Circle City in Alaska,
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they would continue to work the various tributaries of the
Fortymile until the Klondike drew them away.
The discoveries on the Fortymile were very rich and put an end to
sandbar and bank mining. Miners began to go deeper into
the frozen deposits, firing the gravel and thawing it to
bedrock, increasing the amount of paydirt from which gold
was extracted. This major advance in the Yukon mining
technology pushed the mining frontier into areas thought
to be impossible to mine. At the same time, as more mineable ground was opened, the number of miners increased.
In response, traders increased and by 18 94 there were two
trading companies operating posts supplied by steamboats
allowing more miners to winter in the Yukon. Gold prospecting and mining was to reach its zenith only a few miles
south after the Klondike discoveries of 1896.
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B 5.

Police Authority and Early Government

Prior to 1894, the maintenance of law and order in the
scattered mining camps along the Yukon was in the hands
of the miners themselves. Comprised mostly of American
miners from the mining camps of the western United States,
the Yukon River communities were essentially American
mining towns on Canadian soil.
Disputes were settled
promptly and simply by means of the "miners meeting", an
institution transplanted from the American West.2 The
first of these meetings was called at Stewart where the
assembled miners voted on the cases as presented by each
of the disputants who were bound by the decision. The
punishments in the cases of crimes against members of the
mining community generally consisted of fines or banishment
in the more serious cases.
Dissatisfied with a judgement against him, John J.
Healy of the North American Trading and Transportation
Company complained to the Canadian authorities in Ottawa.
These complaints, strengthened by the concerns of Bishop
Bompas for the welfare of the native population who were
being demoralized by access to liquor, brought two members
of the North West Mounted Police to investigate the need
4
for a constabulary.
Inspector Charles Constantine and
Sergeant Brown spent the summer of 1894 in the area of
Fortymile and Fort Cudahy. Constantine returned south at
the end of the summer, recommending the establishment of
a detachment of North West Mounted Police in the Yukon
5
district.
On July 26, 1895 a force of 20 men and
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officers disembarked from the sternwheeler Porteous B. Weare
at Fort Cudahy, a mile below Fortymile. By the time the
snow fell, Fort Constantine had been erected and occupied
and stood as the symbol of Canadian authority in the Yukon
valley.
The administration of the vast district was complicated
by its small population and the general lack of efficient
and rapid modes of transportation. Prior to 1897, there
were only a few hundred miners and traders, several women
and a relatively small population of nomadic Indians scattered along the Yukon and its tributaries. Systematic
patrol of the vast territory by the conventional hand
powered water craft by the small force was impossible.
Although crime existed, it was not the major concern of
the police who were charged with representing all facets
of the Canadian government in the Yukon. Civil matters,
legal matters concerning the increasing transfer of real
estate, the maintenance of various of the government regulatory offices such as gold royalties, timber duties, mining
licences and the enforcement of Canadian mining regulations,
as well as the physical operation of the post, forced to be
self sufficient by its remoteness, consumed most of the
7
available time.
With the discovery of gold on the Klondike in August
of 1896, the centre of activity shifted to the new townsite
of Dawson. The police moved upstream to their new post
named Fort Herchmer at the confluence of the Yukon and
Klondike Rivers. With the ensuing rush, the country
changed radically. The population increased dramatically
and the police were reinforced in order to establish a
chain of posts from the summit borders of the White and
p

Chilkoot Passes to Dawson.
Their role remained essentially
the same as they provided the government with the necessary
civil service infrastructure in addition to their duties as
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law enforcement officers, not to mention the responsibility of the Yukon postal services and those emergency
services incumbent in so large a movement of inexperienced,
poorly equipped goldseekers into an unyielding environment.
As the crush of the rush for gold subsided and the Yukon
mining community began to concentrate on the exploitation
of the Klondike gravels, the civil administration, headed
by an appointed Commissioner, assumed their proper role
and the North West Mounted Police relinquished the extra
responsibilities, becoming a police force once again.
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B 6. Transportation and Communication

For an unknown period before the white man found the Yukon
Valley, it served as a transportation and communication
corridor for the Indians. Canoes and rafts in the summer
and travel by foot with dogs and sleds afforded the principal means of transporting food, possessions and trade
goods.
The incursion of explorers, fur traders and miners
occassioned very little change. Early Russian explorers
adopted the modes of transportation of the coastal Inuit
although the hide covered boats were not ideally suited to
the swift current of the Yukon. The supplying of Nulato,
the most inland post, and other trading posts was done in
the winter with use of the overland portage from S. Michael
to the Yukon River and then over the ice using snowshod
2
porters or dog-drawn sleds of Indian design.
The Hudson's Bay Company established only two posts on
the Yukon River, Fort Selkirk at the mouth of the Pelly
River and Fort Yukon at the mouth of the Porcupine River.
Although Robert Campbell showed the Yukon River connection
between Fort Selkirk and Fort Yukon, the destruction and
abandonment of Fort Selkirk precluded the use of the river
as a transport and communication route. After 1867, the
Hudson's Bay Company was expelled from the Yukon Valley,
withdrawing to Rampart House and Lapierre House on the
Porcupine River. Yet the Yukon continued to serve as a
major avenue of exploration, leading fur traders and miners
into the heart of the district. Apart from the short lived
plan to built the transcontinental Western Union Telegraph
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Line from New York to Europe via Siberia, it was the search
for furs initially and continued search for and discovery
of gold that led to the development of the Yukon River as a
transportation route.3
The purchase of the North American holdings of the
Russian American Company by the San Francisco based Alaska
Commerical Company led to the establishment of a series of
fur trading posts along the length of the Yukon. Prior to
the advent of the American trading company on the Yukon
River, fur traders and prospectors like McQuesten, Harper
and Mayo ascended and descended the river during the short
ice-free period with rafts, pole boats or other manually
operated water craft. In 1869, the small steamer Yukon
made the first powered voyage to the upper Yukon to resupply
the trading post.4 The added incentive of an assured source
and means of supply from the lower river allowed more miners
to continue their exploration of the country.
Encouraging gold discoveries on the various creeks
along the Yukon helped to propagate new trading posts. In
189 2, another trading company, the North American Transportation and Trading Company, built its first post, Fort
Cudahy, at the mouth of the Fortymile River, the major
mining camp on the Yukon. The steamer fleet had increased
to three, all of which brought supplies and mail from the
outside and took out the country's resources and its inhabrr

itants' mail on an annual basis.
In 1880, increasingly large numbers of men began to
come into the country from the north and the headwaters of
the Yukon River. This movement culminated in the Klondike
Gold Rush of 1897-98. Although the lower river steamer
fleet operated by numerous trading and transportation companies increased dramatically, the eventual construction
of the White Pass and Yukon Route over the White Pass,
terminating in Whitehorse, shifted the transportation pat-
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tern to the southern Yukon and away from the lower river
and St. Michael in the attempt to provision the increased
population of the new town of Dawson.
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C.

The Gold Rush

C 1.

1894-1899

Routes to the Klondike

A short, quick route was the primary concern of the thousands of hopeful goldseekers who started for the fabulous
Klondike in 1897 and 1898. There were hundreds of would-be
experts willing to sell information, the problem was that
most of them had never seen the Yukon or Alaska and were not
really sure in which of them were contained the Klondike
goldfields. Klondike mining guides spilled off the printing
presses in unprecedented numbers. A variety of routes were
promoted by a variety of interest groups, but it was the
miners themselves who decided by weight of numbers which of
the "trails" would be used and ultimately developed.
One of the oldest and most well established routes
into the Klondike was readily dubbed the "rich man's route"
or the "all-water route". An optimistic William Ogilvie,
familiar with the pre-rush situation, stated "the route of
course involves no personal hardship, other than what may
2
be due to ten or twelve days' sail on the ocean." Theoretically the passenger should have had little to worry about
once the fare for the 1600 mile ocean and river journey
through St. Michael was paid, but such was not the case.
Overcrowded, inadequate ships and riverboats, low water,
mudflats, sandbars, and hard work at innumerable wood
stops often lengthened the trip to months instead of the
3
advertised 15 to 20 days.

71

The Alaskan winter caught many of the would-be gold
miners miles short of their goal. Of the 1800 Klondike
bound men who left Seattle in the fall of 1897 to ascend
the Yukon, only 43 reached Dawson. Most left too late and
more than 2700 spent the winter of 1897-98 on a stranded
4
sternwheeler or on the banks of the Yukon.
For only a few
the St. Michael route proved quicker and easier than the
overland routes. For many it graphically pointed out the
shortcomings of the lower Yukon for the movement of large
quantities of men and freight.
While those who chose the river route had at least a
hope of getting to the Klondike, those who chose one of
the three routes starting on the south coast of Alaska had
only the smallest chance of reaching the goldfields. These
ail-American routes struck inland from the heads of Cook
Inlet, Prince William Sound and Yakatat Bay, heading for
the Yukon River. The United States government sent a small
corps of army personnel to explore and map the routes and
5
without exception, ended in disastrous failure.
From the
head of Prince William Sound and Yakatat Bay, goldseekers
were expected to cross the barren Valdez and enormous
Malaspina Glaciers. The challenge proved too great for
the Arthur Dietz 18-man mining company, and all but
four died on the ice of the 1500 square miles of the Mal„, .
6
aspina Glacier.
Similarly, the crossing of the Valdez Glacier and the
200 miles of desolate trail between Cook Inlet and the
Tanana River would have been comically futile had it not
been so horrible. The south Alaska ail-American trails
proved to be on of the worst examples of the irresponsible
greed that gripped the transportation companies on the
Pacific coast.
The business community of Edmonton sought to benefit
from the rush by promoting an all-Canadian route kicking
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off from the small town in northern Alberta. A number of
trails following the chain of Hudson's Bay Company posts
into the north were fancifully promised to be the quickest
way to the Klondike. It took those who persevered over
the much criticised trail months and even years to reach
7
their goal, only to find they were too late.
The North
West Mounted Police, already increasing their forces in
the Yukon, ordered Inspector J.D. Moodie to examine the
feasibility of a road north from Edmonton. Moodie trudged
through the Peace River country to Dease River and into
the Liard and followed Robert Campbell's route down the
Pelly River into Fort Selkirk. The gold rush was over and
Moodie's information, so painstakingly gathered during his
p

14 months on the trail, was never used.
A number of trails wound inland from the coasts of
British Columbia and southeast Alaska. Apart from the
famous Chilkoot and White Pass trails, the Chilkat Trail or
Dalton Trail and a series of longer trails collectively
called the Stikine River Route or the Telegraph Trail provided the miner with a sure if not short passage to the
Klondike. The Chilkat Trail was an ancient Tlingit Indian
trade route popularized by the horse trader Jack Dalton.
It wound inland to the Yukon River at the present day
settlement of Carmacks. The Strikine Trail was actually
the northern end of a longer trail which began on the
Canadian Pacific Railway line at Ashcroft, British Columbia,
and followed the natural trend of land through the western
mountains partially along the old Western Union Telegraph
9
trail.
Joining the trail from the west coast at Juneau
of Wrangell, hundreds of miners and the Yukon Field Force
made their way to the headwaters of Teslin lake from where
they descended the waterway to the Yukon River and Dawson.
The two trails that received the heaviest use left
the coast at the head of Lynn Canal and proceeded over two

73

steep mountain passes to Lake Bennett at the headwaters of
the Yukon River. The North West Mounted Police recorded
almost 30,000 people through their major check point at
Tagish Post, all of whom had crossed the Chilkoot or White
Passes during the winter of 1897-98. Inundating the two
trails, the mass of humanity reaped untold hardship as
their sheer numbers turned the White Pass trail into an
impassable mudhole. Dyea and Skagway at the foot of the
trails boomed, while at Lakes Bennett and Lindeman, tent
cities inhabited by men building boats mushroomed throughout the winter.
When the ice broke in spring, the flood
of humanity in hundred of makeshift craft poured downriver
to Dawson and the Klondike goldfields.
The rush and the need for supplies in the Yukon
encouraged improvements to the mountain trails. While
the sternwheeler fleet on the lower river grew, a wagon
road was begun over the White Pass and then an ingenuous
areal cable tramway system on the steep Chilkoot lifted
thousands of tons of supplies and equipment over the mountains. 11 During the spring of 1898, a railway was begun
on the White Pass at Skagway and on June 8, 1900, the
White Pass and Yukon Route was complete, establishing a
pattern of transporation in the Yukon that would remain
undisputed for almost 50 years.12
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C 2.

Settlement and Urbanization

While Indian settlements along the Yukon were only occupied
seasonally, the advent of the Hudson's Bay Company on the
river marked the beginning of permanent settlements induced
by a change in the indigenous economy.
Following the
British fur traders came a veritable horde of explorers,
traders and gold prospectors, the latter of whom found gold
in quantities which encouraged more of their kind to follow,
Traders like Leroy (Jack) McQuesten and Arthur Harper followed the prospectors and miners from one kind to another,
providing a supply depot, a headquarters for communication
and in some cases, a place to wait out the long Yukon
winter. Although most of the trading posts, like Fort
Reliance below the mouth of the Klondike River,and Fort
Nelson at the mouth of the Stewart River, were only short
lived camps, the settlement spawned by the substantive gold
diggings on the Fortymile River attracted the elements of
"civilization" and endured. In 1886, miners rushed to
Fortymile, the new mining camp at the confluence of the
2
Fortymile and Yukon Rivers.
New discoveries on tributary
creeks enlarged the goldfield while advances in the technology of dealing with the frozen gravel made room for more
3
miners to work more profitably.
For several years after
the initial strike, about three hundred miners worked the
4
diggings.
The Alaska Commercial Company and the North
American Transportation and Trading Company both built
warehouses and stores which were supplied by steamboat
from St. Michael. When Carmack found gold in the Klondike
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River Valley, the town, consisting of more than two hundred
buildings including a library, saloons, the North West
Mounted Police post Fort Constantine, and Reverend Bompas'
St. John Mission, was abandoned by the miners who rushed
to stake the new ground.
Repeating an old pattern, a trader named
at the mouth of the Klondike where he chose a
5
trading post and new town he called Dawson.
strike was unprecedented as was the town that
around Ladue1s post and the rush to the Yukon
1898.

Joe Ladue was
site for his
The gold
would grow
in 1897 and

By January, 1897, four houses had been erected alongside Ladue's post, but the rushers had begun to arrive and
their tents covered the bog.
Although the initial growth
of Dawson was rapid, it slowed down once the miners resident
in the Yukon on other creeks had made their way to the new
goldfields. By April, the population was about fifteen
hundred, but as the ice broke and left the Yukon, small
boats manned by men who had crawled over the Chilkoot during
the winter swelled its population. Business in the boomtown
was frantic as the tremendous wealth of gold taken from the
ground and the shortages caused by the influx of goldseekers
7
destroyed conventional standards.
The bulk of the rush had yet to enter the Yukon. News
of the gold did not reach the south until August, 1897 when
it triggered a rush of more than one hundred thousand wouldbe gold miners. If the rush was responsible for the founding of Dawson, then it was similarly responsible for the
growth of urban settlements along the stampede trail from
tidewater over the mountains and along the sparsely populated upper Yukon to the Klondike. Boomtowns, miniatures
of what Dawson would be, sprang up along the trail. Previously nonexistant, Skagway and Dyea at the foot of the
two major trails over the coastal mountains boomed as sea-
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ports, while tent cities blossomed along the ascent to the
Chilkoot and White Passes. Through the winter of 1897-9 8,
the previously deserted shores at the heads of Lakes Lindeman and Bennett rang with the shouts of men and ring of saw
and hammer as the tent cities produced the often unwieldly,
handbuilt craft of the Klondike fleet in makeshift shipyards. The launching of the fleet left the towns of Lindeman and Bennett all but abandoned in the spring of 1898.
On July 6, 1899, the White Pass and Yukon Route completed the railway to Bennett, giving the town the short
lived status of "end of steel". A small number of steamboats relayed the supplies bound for Dawson to Miles Canyon
and White Horse Rapids where they were transferred around
the obstruction to another fleet of steamboats waiting to
continue the journey to Dawson. The completion of the railroad to the bottom of the White Horse Rapids signalled the
end of Bennett, elevated the status of Caribou Crossing
(Carcross), and gave birth to Whitehorse as the head of
navigation and the rail's end. The resultant realignment
of the Yukon transportation pattern and the decision not to
continue the railroad to Fort Selkirk as had originally
been planned, undoubtedly increased the role Whitehorse
would play in the history of the Yukon territory.
In the years immediately following the gold rush, the
sternwheeled steamer fleet provided the link between the
Yukon's major urban centres and the "outside". At the same
time, the use of the upper Yukon as the main transportation
artery gave life to a number of riverside communities like
Lower LaBarge, Hootalinqua and Fort Selkirk as steamboat
service centres, not to mention the numerous wood camps
and otherwise isolated mining camps that oriented themselves
to their source of supply and communication. But by August
of 1899, eight thousand people had left the placer mining
capital of the Yukon for the beaches at Nome. Dawson, like
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all the booratowns before, was not immune from the forces of
ebb and flow that would eventually leave it but a shadow of
1898.
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C 3.

Territorial Administration

With the arrival of Inspector Constantine and his nineteen officers and men at Fort Cudahy in 1894, the Canadian government
manifested its claim to sovereignty over the Yukon district
east of the 141st Meridian. The North West Mounted Police
had little time to adjust to the administration of the vast
territory with a small nomadic native and mobile white miner
population before the gold discoveries of 1896 in the Klondike forced their attention on Dawson and the rush. Fort
Constantine near the mouth of the Fortymile River was abandoned and the police established themselves in their new
headquarters, Fort Herchmer in the Dawson townsite. Prior
to the gold rush, the North West Mounted Police were the
sole representatives of government in the Yukon. They were
responsible for maintenance of law and order, replacing the
miners' meeting as the vehicle of justice, for all government regulatory offices as well as for acting as agents for
all the respective government departments with concerns in
the frontier territory.
The absence of civil courts was immediately evident
and became more so as the Klondike became more crowded and
claims became more complicated through 1896-97. Ogilvie requested the appointment of a mining recorder and when
Constantine asked to be relieved of his duties supervising
mining, Thomas Fawcett was appointed Gold Commissioner and
2
Land Agent, arriving in Dawson in June 1897. Fawcett
replaced Constantine as the Dominion Agent, signalling
federal government recognition of the remote frontier and
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its rapidly growing population. On August 17, 1897, Major
James Morrow Walsh was appointed Commissioner of the Yukon
Territory and T.H. MGuire as Judge of the Court of the
Yukon Provisional District. The strength of the North
West Mounted Police was also increased to more than one
3
hundred officers and men.
Police reinforcements and the
government officials and their newly appointed civil service
entered the Yukon from the south via the Chilkoot and White
Passes with the mass of struggling goldseekers, all bound
for Dawson, the new capital of the Yukon Territory.
The North West Mounted Police occupied the summits of
major southern entrances to the Yukon and established stations or posts approximately every thirty miles along the
4
entire gold rush route to Dawson.
Providing the infrastructure for the newly appointed Yukon government, they
issued mining permits, regulated wood cutting amd most
important, collected $150,000 in customs duties from the
more than 30,000 people streaming into the Yukon with tons
of supplies.
To bolster the North West Mounted Police in
the maintenance of sovereignty over the district largely
populated by aliens, Ottawa sent the 200 man Yukon Field
Force into the Yukon over the Stikine Trail through British
Columbia. The force, stationed at Fort Selkirk and Dawson,
was never needed for military purposes.
Commissioner Walsh, delayed enroute to Dawson, wintered
along the trail and did not reach the territorial Capital
until May 1898. By June, he had resigned his post, glad to
be on his way out of the Yukon which he considered just
another short lived placer camp.7 An intergovernmental
dispute between the Dominion and the North West Territories
governments over jurisdiction of the Yukon and charges of
irregularities in the Gold Commissioner's office mar ed
Walsh's short term in office.
William Ogilvie succeeded Walsh as Commissioner.

He
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arrived back in the Yukon in September 1898 after an absence
of nearly two years. The small placer camp had grown to
perhaps 40,000 people. He took on the duties of Chief
Executive officer, mayor of Dawson, as well as city engineer
and fire chief, and a mass of governmental problems left
Q

unsolved by his predecessor.
Ogilvie's term of office was
marked by the same pragmatic approach that gained him the
respect of the miners on the Fortymile River. The fundamental municipal institutions and services for Dawson were
provided through the passage of territorial ordinances while
the mechansims for the smooth operation of the civil service
and government on the frontier developed slowly. Toward the
end of Ogilvie's term, the populace forced political development in the Yukon into another phase as they agitated for
a measure of control over and some part in the government
9
of their adopted land.
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C 4.

Transportation and Communication

Increased activity after the Fortymile River discoveries and
the movement of the North West Mounted Police and additional
trading companies put a larger emphasis on the Yukon River
as a transportation link between the remote district and the
"outside". Subsequent discovery of gold on the Klondike
River and the ensuing stampede provided an unprecedented
incentive for the development of transportation facilities
on both the St. Michael or lower river entrance to the goldfields and the southern or upper Yukon route to Dawson.
During the winter and spring of 1898, the two existing
companies on the lower Yukon added additional shallow
draught sternwheeled steamboats to their fleets to accommodate a portion of the one hundred thousand people who
were headed for the fabulous Klondike.
In addition to the
Alaska Commercial Company and the North American Transportation and Trading Company, the Alaska Exploration Company,
the Seattle-Yukon Transportation Company and the Empire
Transportation Company increased the complement of boats on
the St. Michael-Dawson section of the river to more than 110
2
by the summer of 1898. The initial surge in development
soon pointed out many problems inherent in the lower river
route. A lack of wood on the lower reaches of the river and
at St. Michael, the major cargo transfer point, meant that
steamboats could not be constructed at St. Michael and that
cordwood for fuel would be in short supply. From the shipyards in Seattle and San Francisco, prefabricated vessels
were assembled in St. Michael and other Alaskan seaports
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while the shallow draught design of the riverboats precluded
their being sailed from the southern shipyards to St.
3
Michael and Dawson.
The uncertainty of water levels, shifting channels,
sandbars and an extremely short navigation season all
weighed heavily against the lower river route to supply
Dawson, the new metropolis of the north. However, while
the steamboats struggled against the adversities of the
northern waterway, the crush of men demanding services
spurred development from the south.
Early in the search for gold, William Moore had recognized the potential of the mountain passes at the head of
Lynn Canal as an access and supply route to the Yukon district. His plans were overrun by the stampede and he spent
years in the courts trying to re-establish his initial claim
to the White Pass route while others pushed development
4
forward.
A planned wagon road for the lower White Pass was
soon superseded by an imaginative series of tramways that
dumped hundreds of tons of supplies at the summit while
thousands of miners plodded over both passes to await the
ice breakup on the Yukon River.5 A railway, the White Pass
and Yukon Route, completed on July 29, 1900, soon monopolized freight movement from tidewater at Skagway, first to
the head of Lake Bennett at Bennett City and then Whitehorse, the natural head of navigation on the Yukon.
While entrepreneurs struggled for supremacy on the
overland passage from the ocean to the Yukon headwater,
other men dragged sternwheelers in pieces over the treacherous trails to Bennett Lake where, during the winter of
1897-98, they were assembled in time to join the spring
rush to Dawson. At least nine streamers were built above
Whitehorse by independent groups and by the Bennett Lake
and Klondyke Navigation Company, owned by Victoria, British
Columbia businessmen. When the railroad terminated at
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Whitehorse, all but one of these steamboats were taken
through the Miles Canyon and White Horse Rapids to carry
7
freight to Dawson.
More far reaching, the completion of the railroad
brought the brunt of competitive pressure to bear on the
companies operating through St. Michael. The lower river
companies consolidated in 1902 under the Northern Navigation Company, while the White Pass and Yukon Route that
same year took over control of the Canadian Development
Company to form its own river division under the name of
the British Yukon Navigation Company. This latter manoeuvre
eventually put the movement of goods into the Yukon Terri8
tory solely in the hands of one company.
While the transportation companies vied for freight
contracts, the communication system slowly took shape. In
the days prior to 1894, one yearly receipt and dispatch of
mail was all that could be expected and this only if the
steamers from St. Michael were able to complete the long
trip. With the gold rush, the North West Mounted Police
established police posts about 30 miles apart from the
summit of the Chilkoot Pass all the way to Dawson. Through
1898-99, the mail was relayed by the police as one of their
many duties—albiet on a sporadic schedule—this a service later
taken over by the Canadian Development Company under government
contract, carrying the mail by dog sled until 1902, when
the Yukon Stage Line, using horse drawn sleighs, began the
9
run on the winter road between Dawson and Whitehorse.
A
weekly mail service and the year round movement of people
along the winter road finally pierced the isolation of the
Yukon mining settlements.
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D.

Yukon: After the Gold Rush 1900

D 1. Yukon Mining

Discovery of coarse gold on the Fortymile put an end to
the bank and bar "skim" mining in favour of the more profitable shaft mining in which the permafrost gravels were
thawed and sluiced. The method underwent concentrated
development in the Klondike goldfields after 1896. Initial
methods of firing the ground were uncontrolled and while
the "paystreak" near bedrock was only three feet in depth,
the haphazard method of firing thawed seven and even nine
feet of gravel which added to labour costs. In order to
control the dispersion of heat, gasoline or coal oil torches
were first used, but steam "points" proved a less portable
but more efficient method, thawing a limited amount of pay
dirt.
The square headed points or steam pipes were driven
into the pay dirt and left to force steam into the frozen
gravel overnight and removed in the morning to allow the
thawed gravel to be hoisted to the surface for sluicing.
This labour intensive method of extracting the gold was
inefficient as much fine gold was lost by the ordinary
. .
2
sluicing methods.
Once the claims on the Klondike had
been worked by hand, enough gold still remained to make
them profitable for the more sophisticated commercial
dredging operations.
The first dredge was installed in the Klondike in
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4
1901 by the Lewes River Mining and Dredging Company.
By
1912, the Klondike Valley was in the control of two large
dredging companies ov/ned by Joe Boyle backed by Detroit
money and A.N.C. Treadgold in company with Daniel and
Solomon Guggenheim. 5 In total, eight companies worked
Klondike gravels, but after 1923, the remaining companies
and their dredges were taken over by the Yukon Consolidated
Gold Corporation Limited.
The last dredging operation
was abandoned in 1966, ending the large commercial exploi7
tation of the Klondike goldfields.
Mining in the Yukon was not, however, confined to
gold. From Whitehorse's earliest days, copper deposits
near the town were mined. The Pueblo Mine employed two
hundred men at its peak, but declining markets put an end
to the independent copper mines, the last of which closed
Q

in 19 21.
Fortunately, only a few years before the abandonment of the copper mines, Louie Beauvette discovered
high grade silver-lead deposits at Keno Hill up the Stewart
River, which gave rise to a number of mining communities.
The Mayo and Keno Mines wethered the difficulties of
transportation of ore on the Yukon River and then on the
Klondike Highway to Tacoma, market slumps, the Great
9
Depression and a World War and are still operating today,
as is a once powerful Whitehorse Copper mine that renewed
a line of succession begun in 1902.
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D 2.

Transportation and Communication

The gold rush had changed the pattern of transportation in
the Yukon. Prior to the Klondike discovery the sternwheeled steamboats had operated exclusively on the lower
river through St. Michael. After the rush the supply of
the Yukon district was carried out from the headwaters of
the Yukon with boats operating almost exclusively on the
Whitehorse-Dawson section of the river. The White Pass
and Yukon Route, the most important factor in this realignment, had originally been planned to extend to Fort Selkirk,
but the successful application of sternwheelers to the
upper reaches of the river made this unnecessary.
While the combination of the sternwheelers and the
railroad offered the mining communities a measure of
security in communication and supply the increase of a
stable Yukon population emphasized the need for winter
travel and communication. From 189 9 onward, Dawson was
2
linked by telegraph to Skagway and thus to the "outside".
Internal communications were also improved with the installation of a telephone system between Dawson and the Klondike
gold mines, while between 19 00 and 1914 the internal road
3
system was increased by fourteen hundred miles.
In 1900,
Dawson was linked to Whitehorse by a winter road which was
in fact a swatch cleared of brush upon which horse drawn
4
sleighs could carry passengers and freight.
The government
contracted with the White Pass and Yukon Route in 190 2 to
upgrade the sleigh trail into winter road which cut across
the gentle "S" bend that the Yukon River makes in its
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natural path from Whitehorse to Dawson. Improvements were
made to accommodate increased motor vehicle traffic after
1914-15 as overland transportation continued to become
5
more important.
The gradual replacement of the river based Yukon
transportation network would take more than half a century,
but given the seasonal nature of the steamboat operations,
it was inevitable. Beginning with the Yukon Stage Line
from Dawson to Whitehorse in 1900, the advent of air
service after 1930, the construction of the Alaska Highway
during the Second World War, and finally, the construction
of the Klondike Highway in 1955, the sternwheelers which
had opened the Yukon valley to large scale development
disappeared. The last sternwheeler to operate on the
Yukon, the S.S. Klondike, was beached in 1955. With their
disappearance, the focus on river settlements changed and
old Yukon communities like Fort Selkirk were all but abandoned, assuming only local functions. The Yukon River,
which had always occupied the central place in the Yukon
transportation story, had been supplanted by an overland
network of roads.
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D 3.

Energy

The main pre-contact source of energy was wood, as it was
through the early years when the Yukon Valley was opened to
the period of settlement and development. During the 1890s,
the sternwheeled steamboats proved their suitability for
transporting passengers and freight from St. Michael, Alaska
to Dawson, Whitehorse and the upper reaches of the Yukon
River system. Wood was the primary fuel for the Yukon
fleet. In 1899, the steamboats operating between Dawson and
Whitehorse burned 100 cords of wood during the round trip
and during the short navigation season, the fleet consumed
a total of 13,000 cords. By 1905, the consumption had
increased to 35,000 cords per season.
The navigation companies were given special permits to cut wood for fuel and
it was stacked along the river bank at intervals determined
by the requirements of the steamboats and the availability
of timber. Wood camps with a small complement of labourers
2
formed semi-permanent settlements along the route.
Wood was used as the initial domestic and mining
industry fuel. In 1901, the various consumers in the Klondike district used wood valued at three million dollars, or
about 200,000 cords, while Whitehorse used about 5,000 cords
3
in the same period.
But wood was not the only source of
energy in the early period. Coal had been noted in outcroppings by the early explorers, but it was George Carmack,
the discoverer of Klondike gold, who pioneered coal mining
4
in the Yukon. The coal Carmack mined above Five Fingers
Rapids was soft but could be used in a blacksmith's forge.
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The first extensive use of local coal was made by the Klondike Mine's railway which operated from 1906 to 1914,
5
primarily hauling wood to the dredging operations.
The
White Pass and Yukon Route used great tonnages of coal
which were imported via Skagway and deposited at points
6
along the route.
Coal mined near Whitehorse was tested
by the White Pass railway in 1903 with satisfactory results,
but it was not until 1915-16 that Five Fingers Coal Company
7
began to supply a large portion of the coal used.
Riverboats attempted to use local coal, but it was too soft and
dirty and the steamers reverted to wood.
As early as 1898-99, coal taken from the mines located
below Dawson was used domestically in Dawson. By 1907, the
Dawson Electric Light and Power Company, a subsidiary of
Northern Light, Power and Coal Company, supplied Dawson with
thermally generated electricity from their power plant at
Coal Creek. The plant had been constructed to supply power
to the dredges operating in the goldfields, but Dawson
citizens enjoyed the conveniences of electric light as a
result. Hydroelectric plants followed the construction of
the Coal Creek thermal plant. Treadgold's North Fork power
plant was constructed in 1910-11 and was still supplying
power to the electric dredges until the Klondike goldfields
p

were abandoned in 1966.
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D 4.

Cycles of the Yukon Economy

The Yukon's first economic boom began almost imperceptibly
in the 1880s as prospectors searched for gold. In 1896, the
Klondike gold brought as many as forty thousand people into
Dawson and the Yukon. Almost overnight, the Yukon River
valley communities received a complete infrastructure, but
the gold boom lasted only a few years and by the early
1900s, capital intensive mechanical mining replaced the
labour intensive placer mining. From a population of
27,219 in 1901, the Yukon's population dropped to 8,512
by 1911.
The period following the gold rush boom was
marked by protracted decline in the Yukon economy as the
foundation of the gold rush induced infrastructure dis2
appeared.
The weakened position of the industrial base
related to gold production encouraged a search for new
3
industries.
The general post gold rush decline continued
with only minor interruptions until World War II when
attention was refocussed on the Yukon and the north.
As the Yukon's capital, Dawson's decline through the
1920s was typical of the general state of affairs as the
population in 1921 dropped to just over four thousand. A
bright spot appeared in 1919 with the discovery of rich
lead-silver deposits on the Stewart River at Mayo. Subsequent development of these resources shifted the economic
4
centre of the Yukon Territory from Dawson to Mayo.
With the Great Depression, the Yukon's population
increased slightly over the previous census, indicating
that despite the nationwide difficulties, other develop-
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ments were in evidence. The general decline in prices
provided a roundabout uplift for the Yukon economy as the
buying power of fixed price gold increase and gold pro5
duction, especially by small operators, was stimulated.
The single most important event in the economic history
of the Yukon occurred during World War II. Construction of
the Canol Project pipeline and Whitehorse oil refinery, and
the trans-Yukon Alaska Highway, poured millions of dollars
into the Yukon.
Whitehorse emerged as the operational
headquarters of the Alaska Highway and its population
soared to fifty thousand, surpassing the gold rush maximum
7
for the entire territory.
Apart from providing an immediate stimulant, the wartime road gave the Yukon an overland
transportation foundation for the development of its
resource base.
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D 5.

Government and the Capital

The Yukon District was created in 1895 in response to
increased gold mining activity. After the Klondike gold
discoveries of 1896, it was separated from the North West
Territory and became the Yukon Territory on June 13,
2
1898.
Dawson, the capital of the new territory, was run
by the Commissioner and his council until 1900 when the
Territorial Council with its first elected members provided
3
Dawson with an elected municipal government.
That same
year, J.H. Ross was elected to the House of Commons as the
representative and spokesman of the Yukon which by 1908
received full representative government, electing the
4
entire Territorial Council.
Politics were lively in the decade following the gold
rush as the Yukon populace, not unfactioned, struggled for
5
responsible government, but if the aftermath of the Klondike
rush was marked by progressive political activity, it was
also marked by economic decline and a steady decrease in
population. The first decennial census in 1901 showed a
population of 27,219 well below the gold rush peak, dropping to 8,512 in 1911 and 4,157 in 1921. A parallel decline
in Dawson's population was recorded, as ten years after the
rush, its population was about twenty-five and thirty thousand.
Individual placer gold mining in the Klondike ended
as rapidly as it had begun as large scale commercial
dredging operations replaced the small high grade operations. The production of gold reached its peak in 1903
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with more than twelve million dollars extracted from the
gravels, but in 1914, the production was barely five
million dollars and in 1916, gold production in the Yukon
7
was surpassed by that of Kootenay, British Columbia.
By
1912, a reduction of political status followed the economic
decline and the previous reduction of the civil service,
culminating in the abolition of some administrative offices
and the merging of the Gold Commissioner's and CommisQ

sioner's offices in 1920.
The Yukon was approaching the
emptiness that had characterized its pre-Klondike days.
The decline of Dawson was contrasted by a steady
increase in the fortunes of Whitehorse, although it was
also a captive of the cyclic northern economy and the
company town syndrome. Whitehorse was born as a transfer
point for Yukon River traffic as it moved around the
obstructions at Miles Canyon and White Horse Rapids. The
completion of the White Pass and Yukon Route railway to
the bottom of the rapids determined the location of Whitehorse. Small communities had existed above the rapids as
well as below on the opposite side of the river, but the
British Yukon Land Company purchased land at the terminus
of the parent company's railroad and residential and
commercial development concentrated on the present site
9
of Whitehorse.
By May 1, 1901, the town was ten months old with a
population of two thousand. Warehouses, retail stores,
hotels, churches and a bustling economy occupied the
site.
Thriving in its role as the transportation hub
of the Yukon, Whitehorse drew economic strength from the
numerous copper mines in the vicinity and a brief flurry
of gold mining on Livingston Creek. By 1911, the population
was only eight hundred as Whitehorse's lack of growth
paralleled the economy of the Yukon.
During the depression, population declined to its lowest level with a count
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of only 342 souls in 1933. 12
Despite the decline, Whitehorse received a second
boost with the advent of World War II and the construction
of the Alaska Highway. The short term population rose to
13
almost fifty thousand and business thrived.
Although
the post-war slump put Whitehorse in decline, a steady
increase in fortunes followed with the completion of the
highway link between Whitehorse and Dawson in 1954, reaffirming its status as the hub of the Yukon. Earlier, in
1951, the government had been moved from Dawson as Whitehorse became the new territorial capital, marking the
symbolic end to the long decline of Dawson.
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Site Narratives

Moosehide

Bishop Bompas' mission to the Han Indians of Dawson and
the Klondike River Valley was located about three miles
below the gold rush city on the east side of the Yukon
River north of the mouth of Moosehide Creek. The Indian
village took its name from the creek. Reasons for their
movement from Dawson were variously given as an attempt
by Bompas or the Indians themselves to protect the native
population from the undesirable effects of the intensive
cultural contact with the gold rush population, or as an
attempt by the new white population to segregate them.
Reverend F.F. Flewelling, who arrived at Dawson in the
spring of 1897, indicated that the Indians had through mismanagement or mischance lost their land at the mouth of the
2
Klondike River to white speculators.
Whatever the reason,
the relocation of the Indians to Moosehide effectively
segregated the native community.
Bishop Bompas allowed Flewelling five hundred dollars
to establish the mission. He was able to add to this
amount through the generosity of a "rich miner". By June
21, 1897 he had commenced construction of the first of the
3
mission buildings with the help of the Indians.
In 1900
the government set aside 15 8 acres as a settlement reserve
for the village of Moosehide. For the most part, the
Indians built one room log houses scattered along the east
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bank of the Yukon River. In 1908 the St. Barnabas Church
was erected and the Red Cross Hospital in Dawson was dismantled and reconstructed in Moosehide to serve as a rectory
4
and teacherage for the Anglican mission.
Like other Indian settlements that experienced major
white impact, Moosehide was prone to epidemics, like the
influenza that struck in 1907 and 1932. During the latter
epidemic, Chief Isaac, the recognized leaser of the Han
5
Indians after the gold rush, died from the illness. As
Dawson declined, and particularly after the transfer of
the administration to Whitehorse in 1952, the Moosehide
band began to filter back into Dawson. Eventually the
change was recognized and the bank was moved into north
Dawson, ending more than half a century of physical segregation. The post contact Indian village was abandoned and
now stands empty.
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Caribou Crossing (Carcross)

Caribou Crossing (Carcross), for an unknown period in prehistory, had been a traditional hunting and fishing camp.
The migrating herds of caribou, from which the settlement
took its name, attracted Tagish and other Indians on a
cyclic basis until the late 19th century when the site
was occupied on a permanent basis.
White incursion, culminating in the Klondike gold rush, created a permanent
service centre at the shallow narrowing between Lake Bennett and Lake Nares. Roadhouses, sawmills, scow and barge
works, and a telegraph station, as well as a North West
Mounted Police post and Customs House were all operating
during the rush. With the end of the rush, the White Pass
and Yukon Route completed its line to Whitehorse, driving
the ceremonial "gold spike" at Carcross on July 29, 1900.
While the former "end of rail" at Bennett City faded,
Carcross (as it was called after 1905) continued to serve
as the head of navigation for the fleet of small steamers
that serviced the Atlin district via the Taku Arm of Lake
Tagish which sustained Carcross during the post gold rush
decline.
In 1901 Bishop Bompas moved his headquarters from
Fortymile to Carcross, taking up residence in an abandoned
roadhouse which he subsequently turned into an Anglican
3
mission for the Tagish Indians.
Although Bompas died five
years later, he did manage to establish an Anglican residential school in 1903 which was attended by Indian children
4
from all over the Yukon Territory.
Know as the Chooulta
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School, it operated until the 1960s and at present operates
as the Carcross Community School, offering an alternative
form of high school education for Canadian students.
Unlike many other communities, Carcross has played an
active if not central role in most of the themes of Yukon
history, from a major Indian food gathering station on the
native coastal-inland trade route, to a present day minor
transportation and service centre.
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Little Salmon

Members of the Northern Tutchone Indians who occupied the
Yukon River ranged from the mouth of the Hootalinqua (Teslin) River to the mouth of the White River.
The Chilkat
chief Kohklux, in his map drawn in 1869, located a number
of Indian villages along the Yukon in Northern Tutchone
territory. Just below Tsak-heena or the Little Salmon
River was the village or salmon fishing camp of Ghluk-sae
in the approximate location of the post contact village of
2
Little Salmon.
Like their Southern Tutchone neighbours,
the Little Salmon Indians spent the period from mid-July
to mid-August netting and trapping salmon, the staple in
.
3
the native diet, at the mouth of favoured rivers.
At
other times, the bands and families wandered in search of
other sources of food. With the advent of the fur trade
and massive white incursion during the gold rush, a change
in native economy spawned the permanent settlement of Lit4
tie Salmon, clustered around the Anglican mission.
In 1898, Inspector Starnes of the North West Mounted
Police, a member of Commissioner Walsh's advance party,
went into winter camp at Little Salmon and established
another in the chain of police posts on the Klondike route.
As with the other locations favoured by the police, Little
5
Salmon became a stopping place for the stampeders.
After 1913, Archdeacon Swanson built the Little Salmon
Mission church rectory. The small mission was surrounded
by log cabins, the construction of which the Indians had
adopted after white contact. Unlike the aboriginal brush
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shelters which were abandoned and rebuilt with each season,
the more permanent houses were conducive to tradional
methods of hygiene and thus harboured the disease which
decimated the population.
In 1918 the mission, under the
charge of Reverend W.G.B. Middleton, was "wiped out" by
7
the widespread influenza epidemic.
However, the devastated
settlement was maintained as a seasonal camp and is still
frequented by Yukon Indians.
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Big Salmon

In 1881, just after the southern Chilkoot Pass route had
been opened into the Yukon Valley, two men who had crossed
with Edmund Bean's party descended to the mouth of Tat-lenheen-a which they called the Lyon River and which was later
called the Big Salmon River.
The miners worked their way
along the river for about two hundred miles with some success, finding colours along the entire distance and a few
paying gold deposits. George Dawson considered these finds
the first discovery of "paying placers" in the Yukon dist2
trict.
In the years following, other men explored the Big
Salmon with moderate success and in 1894, Constantine
characterized the river's bar diggings as paying well, but
the difficulty of provisioning continued to hold up explor3
ation on Big Salmon, and in the Yukon generally.
Carmacks' discoveries turned all attention to the
Klondike and the mouth of Big Salmon, conveniently located
about 34 miles below Hootalinqua post, suited the erection
4
of another of the long chain of police posts.
In 1897-98,
the first Commissioner of the Yukon wintered about six
miles below Big Salmon, while a temporary camp of about
5
forty stampeders wintered at the river's mouth.
The North West Mounted Police post was built on the
east side of the Yukon just above the confluence of the Big
Salmon and was followed by the erection of the government
telegraph station in 1899-1900.
Across the river and below
the junction on a slight rise of land, an Indian village of
the characteristic post contact log cabins was established.
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In 1900, after gold rush traffic had disappeared from
the river, winter visitors to the Big Salmon post were
almost nonexistent. Superintendent Wood ordered the temporary removal of the post to the more travelled overland
route via the Canadian Development Company's "Cut-off
trail".7 The post at Big Salmon was closed in 1901, and
like other river communities spawned by the gold rush, it
p

was permanently abandoned.
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Coffee Creek

Across the Yukon River from the small settlement of Coffee
Creek there exists what appears to be a very old Indian
graveyard. This indicates that the confluence of Coffee
Creek and the Yukon River was once frequented by members
of the Tutchone or Han Indian groups. However, neither
Davidson's interpretation of Kohklux's map nor Schwatka or
Ogilvie mention the existence of an Indian village at
2
Coffee Creek.
Unlike other Yukon River communities, the settlement
at Coffee Creek had no police post nor telegraph station.
In fact, the settlement drew the impetus for its existence
from the Chinsana gold rush of 1913, rather than that
associated with the Klondike. The Chinsana district in
Alaska at the headwaters of the White River attracted
thousands of gold miners. On a much smaller scale, the
rush contained a parallel to the Klondike rush - a general
lack of facilities, supplies and information on routes to
the new goldfields. Various routes were suggested, some
left over from the days of 1898. One overland trail led
3
from the Yukon to Chinsana City in Alaska via Coffee Creek.
A trading post was operated at the mouth of Coffee Creek by
Meloys and Detroz until about 1920, after which the settle4
ment existed only to supply timber to the mines at Mayo.
Although small scale mining activity and native
settlement characterize Coffee Creek at present, the site
experienced only one short period of relative prosperity and
that was associated with the Chinsana gold rush to Alaska.
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Fortymile

In 1886 Howard Franklin and his associates crossed the
Chilkoot Pass and bypassed the Stewart River gold diggings
to prospect a little noticed creek about forty miles below
McQuesten's Fort Reliance.
The coarse gold they found
caused the first real gold rush in the Yukon. At the same
time, mining in the Yukon took an important step forward
as "skim mining" bar digging was abandoned and technological
advances were made in thawing and working the permanently
2
frozen gold bearing deposits down to bedrock.
With the
introduction of wood fire winter thawing and the appearance
of additional steamers on the river, the Yukon miners were
3
able to winter over in larger numbers.
Out of this situation, the community of Fortymile developed, peopled by
miners who hitherto had left the Yukon each year just in
4
advance of the winter's ice.
Following the stampeding miners from the Stewart River,
Harper and McQuesten established a trading post for the
Alaska Commercial Company at the mouth of the Fortymile
River. By 1893 the town had two trading posts, including
the North American Trading and Transportation Company post
at Fort Cudahy just below Fortymile. The town also boasted
six saloons, the first built by McQuesten in 1889, a lending
library, billiard room, doctors, blacksmiths, and a watchmaker.
Clearly Fortymile had become the main mining center
in the Yukon.
In 1892 William Carpenter Bompas, the Anglican Bishop
of the diocese of Selkirk (Yukon), had built a mission for
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natives on the island in the mouth of the Fortymile River.
The liquor imported for and manufactured by the miners
caused Bompas much concern, as he watched it wreck havoc
among his native charges. His complaints to Ottawa about
this distressing situation, along with those of John Healy
of the North American Trading and Transportation Company
concerning the arbitrary justice dispensed by the miner's
meetings, brought the North West Mounted Police to the
7
isolated mining frontier.
In 1895, after a previous reconnaissance patrol,
Inspector Constantine arrived with 19 officers and men to
establish Canadian sovereignty, maintain law and order and
represent all aspects of the Canadian government in the
Q

Yukon.
The police headquaters in Fort Constantine was
completed before freeze-up, but little more than one year
later, the Klondike discoveries emptied the town and the
Fortymile diggings as men rushed to the new eldorado.
The focus of activity soon changed as the trading
companies and the North West Mounted Police moved their
operations to Dawson City at the mouth of the Klondike
River. Fortymile remained the headquarters for Bishop
Bompas until 1901 when he too abandoned the once thriving
community for Caribou Crossing on the north end of Lake
Bennett.
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Fort Reliance

Fort Reliance occupied a singularly important place in the
history of the development in the Yukon River Valley, for
with its establishment the first independent traders
brought their casual if unorthodox business methods to the
Yukon district. In 1873 Arthur Harper, Albert H. Mayo and
LeRoy Napoleon (Jack) MQuesten arrived at Fort Yukon to
begin their memorable association with the opening of the
Yukon country.
During the next year the three "sometime
partners" established themselves as prospectors and traders.
While Harper sought copper then gold on the tributaries
of the Yukon, McQuesten and Mayo signed on with the Alaska
Commercial Company in St. Michael, Alaska as traders.
Ascending the Yukon in 1874 in the small steamer Yukon,
Mayo stopped at the mouth of the Tanana River while Jack
McQuesten continued to a site about 240 miles above Fort
Yukon, near the Indian encampment of Nulkako, just below
2
the then little known "Thorndiuck" or Klondike River.
Here he built Fort Reliance and for many years it was the
landmark from which other geographic features like the
Fortymile and Sixtymile Rivers were located and named.
McQuesten operated the trading post in company with
Frank Bonfield through the winter of 1874-75, moving to
Fort Yukon in 1875 and leaving Harper and Mayo to run the
Fort Reliance store until they abandoned it, due to the
threatening attitude of the Han Indians, in 1878. During
that same summer, McQuesten re-opened the post despite the
3
problems with the Indians.
It is unclear how long
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McQuesten stayed at the post or whether he traded there
regularly, but in 1882, the first large group of miners
crossed the Chilkoot Pass and descended the river to winter
4
with the isolated and lonely trader at Fort Reliance.
The following summer of 1883, the adventuresome Lieutenant Frederick Schwatka drifted by the dilapidated and
obviously empty trading post. According to Schwatka, the
fort comprised one "main house" above ground and three or
5
four cellar-like dugouts with "ruined" roofs.
In 1886
Harper and McQuesten abandoned Fort Reliance completely to
build Fort Nelson at the mouth of the Stewart River where
miners were working the newest gold diggings.
The active period of Fort Reliance was relatively
short, but it marked the beginning of an early Yukon
tradition in which the independent traders followed the
prospectors and miners, establishing trading and supply
centers at the various gold strikes. This was an extremely
important development in the opening of the Yukon country
as it allowed a more concerted search for gold.
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Ogilvie Island

During the 1870s, Arthur Harper and Jack McQuesten had both
prospected the Sixtymile River, finding promising quantities
of gold but not enough to warrant sluice box mining. By
1893, paying prospects had been found on the Sixtymile (so
named because it lay an estimated sixty miles from McQuesten' s Fort Reliance) and Joe Ladue was already busy trading
from his new post and directing his customers to the new
diggings.
Ladue named the new trading post located on an island
in the Yukon River opposite the mouth of the Sixtymile River
"Ogilvie", after the Dominion Land Surveyor William Ogilvie.
The post became the wintering headquarters for about one
hundred miners, making it an important early mining settle3
ment.
Communication between Fortymile and Ogilvie followed a route which ascended the Fortymile River, crossed
the divide to the Sixtymile River which descended to Ogilvie
from where the return journey was made downstream on the
Yukon River, thus enabling miners and traders to make the
4
trip almost entirely downstream.
In 1896, the entrepreneur's post at Ogilvie comprised
a two-storey, square-cut log trading post, a sawmill and a
few cabins and tents.
Ladue was behind the counter of his
trading post when Robert Henderson arrived to resupply and
spread the news of his promising discoveries on Gold Bottom
Creek in the Klondike Valley.
Shortly afterward, news of
George Carmack's strike on Bonanza Creek prompted Ladue to
load his sawmill, lumber and supplies on a raft and head
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downriver to found Dawson City at the mouth of the Klondike.
During the ensuing gold rush, Ogilvie served as a
steamboat landing, acquiring the requisite North West
Mounted Police post and the telegraph station. Ogilvie
was a river based community and while some attempts were
made to develop agricultural enterprise on the island,
the settlement disappeared with the demise of the steamboat
transportation network.
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Stewart City

In 1883 a group of four miners from Juneau led by Dick
Poplin were the first to work the Stewart River sandbars.
Continued exploration of the sandbars revealed fine gold
in quantity. About one hundred men worked the auriferous
deposits that were less than one foot thick and as a
result, the bars were exhausted very quickly. Nonetheless,
one hundred thousand dollars was taken out between 1885 and
1887. 2
The mining activity drew Harper & Co. to the mouth of
the Stewart River where they built a new post named Fort
3
Nelson which later became known as Stewart City.
A settlement sprang up on the banks of the river, comprising Harper
and McQuesten's post, several stores and a number of
miners' cabins. The strike on the Stewart was short lived,
not only because of the nature of the particular deposits,
but because coarse gold was found on the Fortymile River
which started the first gold rush of consequence in the
Yukon. The rush to the Fortymile emptied the Stewart camp
4
and other smaller camps scattered along the valley.
The Klondike Gold Rush of 1898 gave Stewart City (the
name Fort Nelson had been forgotten) renewed importance.
A North West Mounted Police post was built in 1898 as
thousands of Klondikers streamed through. James Gibbon, a
Dominion Land Surveyor, laid out a townsite which covered
Stewart Island extending beyond a slough to the east bank
5
of the Yukon.
During the winter of 1898-99, J.W. Wilson,
the Crown Timber and Land Agent, wrote optimistically of
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a settlement of five thousand people.
The city never met these expectations, although it
did become a major element in the upper Yukon transportation
system. With the 1914 discovery of lead and silver at Mayo
on the Stewart River, Stewart City resumed the role of a
steamboat depot for the transhipment of the concentrated
ore from Mayo to Whitehorse. When the sternwheeler shipments were replaced by trucks, the huge barges were left to
rot in the slough behind Stewart Island and Stewart City
7
slipped into dormancy.
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Dawson City

Through the spring of 1896, the low and swampy ground at the
mouth of the Throndiuck River was freqented by Indians
intent on fishing and occasionally by unsuccessful prospectors passing through the area. However, George Washingston Carmack's chance discovery of rich placers on Rabbit
(Bonanza) Creek in August of 1896 turned the "moose-pasture"
into boomtown Dawson which they called "the San Francisco of
the North". Within days the Yukon's chief mining camp at
Fortymile was left empty and a new town staked out by Joe
Ladue sprang from the swampland.
Ladue abandoned his
trading post at Ogilvie, moving a sawmill and lumber to the
confluence of the Yukon and renamed Klondike River. There,
following the Yukon traders' tradition, he began to build
a new mining camp which he named Dawson City after the
2
government geologist and surveyor George Mercer Dawson.
The settlement grew quickly, spreading along both banks of
the Klondike as miners from the scattered goldfields and
unnamed creeks in the Yukon Valley congregated at the new
eldorado. William Ogilvie arrived in January to survey
the townsite which by April 1897 had grown to a population
3
of fifteen hundred.
Only a trickle of news of the Klondike had seeped out
of the Yukon, but with the breakup of the ice, Dawson's .
population swelled as the vanguard of the great rush
arrived. The increased population, the wealth of gold
and shortage of supplies drove prices up as Dawson boomed.
The North West Mounted Police moved their headquarters to

4
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the newly constructed Fort Herchmer in Dawson during the
summer of 1897. Both the Alaska Commercial Company and
the North American Trading and Transportation Company
built warehouses in the new town and their small fleet of
steamers made it the terminus of their upriver route. When
news of the Klondike finally reached Seattle and San Francisco, almost immediately the most dramatic gold rush in
history began with the long stampede to Dawson.
Through the winter of 1897-98, as the gold hungry
mob literally crawled over the Chilkoot and White Passes,
the citizens of this newest mining camp balanced on the
verge of starvation as their provisions dwindled. The horde
of "cheeckakos" then followed the ice to Dawson. The police
at Tagish Post counted over seven thousand boats through
their customs post and the occupants of these boats as well
as many from other directions swelled the population of
o
Dawson to about thirty thousand during the summer of 1898.""
The newly appointed territorial government arrived in
the gold rush city during early 1898, presuming a permanence
which Dawson would not achieve. After 1900, sumptuous
public buildings were constructed as Dawson settled into
its role as the seat of government for the potentially
promising territory.
But Dawson's gold rush peak passed
as quickly as the rush itself. Even as the people of
Dawson eagerly shrugged off its boomtown frontier image,
its population was declining. The population of the entire
territory in 1901 was 27,219 and ten years later, it was
7
not even one-third of that.
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Klondike Goldfields

Glacial and fluvial erosion had concentrated placer deposits
of gold in the Klondike River and a number of its tributaries as well as some of the creeks flowing into Indian
River further to the south. All of the principal gold
bearing creeks radiated from the divide called King Solomon's Dome by the miners.
George Carmack discovered gold on Rabbit (Bonanza)
Creek which flowed into the Klondike River very near the
future site of Dawson City. During a few days in August
18 96 Carmack and his two Indian companions gathered enough
gold to fill a spent cartridge casing. Showing these samples at Fortymile, he precipitated the Klondike Gold Rush.
In the first two weeks, two hundred claims had been staked
and were either recorded or in the process of being recorded
by November.
William Ogilvie, who later surveyed the
creeks and sorted out the chaos, estimated in 1896 that two
thousand men would be required to work the available gold
2
bearing claims in the Klondike gravel,
yet thousands more
flooded into the goldfields in the following years. Most
never staked a claim and yet a small group of men found
fortunes in the gravel of Bonanza, Eldorado, Hunker and
Dominion Creeks. A smaller group still held on to the
wealth they had derived from the era of placer mining on
the Klondike.
Great advances were made in the mining technology
necessary to cope with the permanently frozen muck and
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gravel in which the gold lay. From the haphazard method
of wood fire thawing, miners found compressed steam injected
into the frozen ground was more efficient and more easily
3
controlled.
Despite these advances, the early period of
mining in the Klondike was labour intensive and amounted
to "highgrading", which upon first sluicing left as much
fine gold in the gravel as the coarse gold that had been
extracted.
While many colourful gold miners grubbed their fortunes from the ground, other less outrageous yet imaginative
men like A.N.C. Treadgold, Daniel and Solomon Guggenheim and
Joe Boyle sought to gain control over the entire Klondike
basin in order to exploit the gravels with massive mechanical equipment. The mining operations these men envisioned
would employ relatively few men while requiring government
co-operation and intensive capital input.5 The first dredge
to operate in the Klondike (1901) was owned by the Lewes
River Mining and Dredging Company which had previously tried
unsuccessfully to use it on the upper Yukon.
By 1912, Treadgold and the Guggenheims controlled half
the Klondike while Joe Boyle controlled the other half.
Both employed large dredges, built hydro-electric plants
and diverted millions of gallons of water to wash the gold
from the gravel.7 In 19 23, what remained of the companies
which had vied for control of the valley was consolidated
into the Yukon Consolidated Gold Corporation which operated
until 1966 when the Klondike was once again left to the
individual operators.
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Klondike City

As miners from the Fortymile goldfields, other creeks tributary to the Yukon, and the goldfields of Alaska arrived at
the mouth of the Klondike River, their cabins and tents
spilled out along both sides of the soon to be famous river.
The swampland Joe Ladue had chosen for his Dawson City townsite offered limited building space and as the rush arrived
in the sping of 1898, the settlement expanded into three
urban segments - Dawson City located below the Klondike
River, Klondike City immediately south across the Klondike
River and West Dawson to the north and on the opposite bank
of the Yukon.
In the wake of the spring breakup of 1898, the first
boats of the stampede rounded the sweeping bend to be
greeted by a sign warning the newcomers of unseen dangers.
In this way, the cheechakos were enticed by the saloonkeepers of Klondike City—commonly referred to as "Lousetown"—which had been built on the site of an old Indian
fishing camp. But the hundreds of goldseekers who had
landed in the camp above Dawson were soon lured further on
to Ladue1s townsite by the shrieking steam whistle of his
sawmill, reputedly tied down by the pioneer Yukoner William
Ogilvie. The boats sailed on to Dawson and were followed
for weeks by craft of every description as
2
poured into Dawson, leaving Klondike City
the gold rush capital.
Dawson and Klondike City grew through
settled into decline, first attracting and

gold hungry men
as a suburb of
the rush and
then losing
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population, business and commercial development„ As the
mining camp moved out of the "boomtown" phase and as the
labour intensive placer mining gave way to the commercial
gold dredging operations, Dawson foresook the frontier town
image in favour of respectability. On behalf of the moral
well-being of the family and young children, the puritanical
forces from within and without sought the abolition of
3
gambling,. dancehalls and prostitution.
Despite Commissioner Ogilvie's reluctance to succumb to this "outside"
imposition of southern morality, the pressure was unrelenting and severe restrictions were imposed through 1901-1902.
Gambling activity was limited, the sale of liquor in dancehalls was forbidden and prostitution was relegated to
4
Klondike City or Lousetown across the Klondike River.
This social segregation was not without protest from the
residents of Klondike City, but in the end "Lousetown"
was remembered for its association with the houses of ill
repute inhabited by "fallen angles" and "ladies of ultima.te
accessability". In the legend of the gold rush and Dawson
City, Lousetown has come to symbolize the condoned immorality of a boomtown society.
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Whitehorse

The sites above and below Miles Canyon and White Horse
Rapids developed as natural camping points for the first
river travellers and the gold rush and the construction of
the horse drawn tramways around the obstruction turned
the campsites into small boomtowns. Both Canyon City above
Miles Canyon and the camp below the White Horse Rapids,
commonly referred to as White Horse, were abandoned after
the rush and the completion of the White Pass and Yukon
Route Railway in July 1900. A new town, named Closeleigh
after the English backers of the projects, developed at the
terminus of the railway on the opposite bank from White
Horse. After William Ogilvie objected to the railroad's
choice of a name, the new town was renamed White Horse
(Whitehorse).
By 1901 Whitehorse thrived as the end of
rail and the head of navigation. Transportation company
warehouses, wharves, switching yards and a shipyard spread
along the riverbank. Hotels, stores and churches were
built to serve the population which numbered two thousand
2
by May 1.
The general economic decline which began after the
gold rush reached its low point during the Depression when
3
the population of Whitehorse dropped to only 34 2 in 1933.
Its survival during this period can only be attributed to
the existence of the railway, the operation of the copper
mines into the 19 20s, and the thousands of tourists who
poured into the Yukon during the summer. All contributed
4
to the attempt to stabilize the city's economy.
In 1939

146

the federally assisted development of an air link with the
south revived interest in the Yukon just before World War II
and the construction of the Alaska Highway in 1942 provided
not only an extensive economic stimulant for the northern
community, but shifted Yukon transportation and settlement
5
patterns and emphasized the development of Whitehorse.
In 1953 the federal government moved the territorial
capital from Dawson to Whitehorse, ensuring a reasonably
permanent economic base for Whitehorse.
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Fort Selkirk

In 1848 Robert Campbell built Fort Selkirk as his most
westerly post at the confluence of the Pelly and Yukon
Rivers. By extending the Hudson's Bay Company's fur trade
into the Yukon Valley, he came into direct contact with the
warlike coastal Tlingit who eventually sacked the fort in
1852, forcing Campbell to abandon the site.
In 1851 Campbell had descended the Yukon River to Fort Yukon, adding to
the geographic knowledge of the Yukon interior and illustrating the possibility of a more viable supply route than
the treacherous Liard and Pelly River route,.but nevertheless, the Hudson's Bay Company refused to re-open the post
after its destruction.
In 1867 Frank Laberge had visited the site and
extracted a blackened timber as a souvenir from the burnt
ruins of the fort.2 Then, in 1882, Frederick Schwatka
visited the site, commenting on and sketching the blackened
3
chimneys of Campbell's fort.
Fort Selkirk was re-established by Arthur Harper in 1889 after he had disassociated
4
himself from McQuesten and Mayo.
In 1892 the trader
prospector was joined by Reverend Canham whom Bishop Bompas
had sent to build an Anglican mission called St. Andrews,
at Fort Selkirk.
Fort Selkirk became a major stopping point on the
trail to the goldfields and then acted as a major transportation centre on the steamboat route on the upper Yukon
River, with the expectation of becoming the terminus of
the White Pass and Yukon Route. In 1898 the North West
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Mounted Police built a post at the site, followed by the
Yukon Field Force in the fall of 1898 who built twelve
buildings to house their two hundred men. Half of these
were later sent to Dawson to assert Canadian authority over
the Klondike.
The government telegraph line from the
south reached Fort Selkirk in 1900, linking the optimistic
7
settlement with the "outside" and Dawson.
The gold rush
and its immediate aftermath proved to be the peak of activity at Fort Selkirk and when the Klondike Highway bypassed
it in the 1950s, it was all but abandoned.
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Yukon Crossing

Prior to the gold rush, no organized system of transportation existed in the upper Yukon. However, the increased
pressure of the thousands of people in Dawson and those in
scattered settlements along the river encouraged the development of a sternwheeler-railroad network to link the goldfields with the outside. An organized winter link was
lacking, but in 1899 the Canadian Development Company was
given the mail contract by the federal government. They
established a series of stations and depots in close
proximity to the North West Mounted Police posts which
were located at thirty mile intervals between Bennett and
Dawson.
This winter mail route was the precursor of a
winter trail established in 1900. The trail linked Whitehorse with Dawson, using the Yukon River's frozen surface
and a series of "cut-offs" which were actually swaths
cleared of brush to permit the passage of horse drawn
sleighs. The overland sections were used to avoid the
2
sinuous bends of the river.
During the winter of 1901 there were more than fifty
roadhouses offering "good accommodation for travellers"
between Whitehorse and Dawson. The interval between sta3
tions seldom exceeded fifteen miles. Mackay's Roadhouse
below Five Finger Rapids was one such source of relief from
the Yukon cold. It provided meals, accommodation and a
change of horses for the Yukon Stage Line. The point where
the "Overland Trail" struck north across the Yukon River's
eastward bend to Mackay's was renamed "Yukon Crossing".
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Once across the river, the trail paralleled its course to
Fort Selkirk where instead of following the river to the
west, it followed a straight line across the Stewart River
to Dawson.
The roadhouses, like Mackay's at Yukon Crossing, were
an integral part of the development of overland transportation.

Naturally they were reduced in number and disap-

peared altogether with the increasing dominance of motor
vehicle traffic and like the Yukon River steamboats, the
roadhouses became another Yukon memory.
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"Sternwheeler Graveyard", Dawson

The first steamboat on the Yukon River, a small sternwheeler
named Yukon, appeared on the river in 1869 operated by the
Alaska Commercial Company.
It was followed by others and
by 1886, the Fortymile miners were serviced by at least
three steamers operating on the lower river. The Klondike
gold rush caused the steamer fleet to increase to approximately 110 boats operating on the upper and lower river
under the direction of more than thirty different companies.2 Despite the increase in numbers and the accompanying
increase in size, the steamers all had to be protected
against the crushing power of the spring breakup of ice on
the Yukon River which could easily destroy the fragile
wooden craft.
By 1901 there existed a number of winter havens for
the sternwheelers. Major shipyards were constructed at
Whitehorse and Dawson by the British Yukon and the Canadian
Development Companies and at St. Michael, Alaska by the
Alaska Commercial Company. Here the steamers were pulled
out of the river to facilitate repairs and winter storage.
The steamboats were also moored in slack water behind
islands called "sloughs". In these sloughs, like those
located above Dawson and behind Stewart Island near Stewart
City, the steamers could escape the main force of the
spring breakup by lying out of the main channel.
With the demise of the Canadian Development Company
and the acquisition of its fleet by the British Yukon
Navigation Company, a subsidiary of the White Pass and
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Yukon Route, the latter moved to control the upper river
4
transportation route to Dawson.
Subsequently, in 1914,
the railway company's river division purchased the interests
of the Northern Navigation Company which operated on the
lower river, giving it monopoly control over Yukon transportation.5 Decreasing traffic and the need of the British
Yukon Navigation Company to eliminate competition dictated the
abandonment of many steamers in the years that followed.
The former Canadian Development Company ways were filled
with these relics of a bygone age and by allowing them to
rot on the bank, the former shipyard below Dawson assumed
the unofficial title of the "Sternwheeler Graveyard".
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Hootalinqua and Hootalinqua Island

As early as 18 94, mining activity on the Hootalinqua or
Teslin

River had made substantial yield and future expec-

tations were high.

With the Klondike discoveries of 1896

and the subsequent rush, the small mining settlement near
the mouth of the Teslin River became a stop for the water borne
stampeders.

The settlement on the banks of the Yukon was

chosen as the site for one of the chain of posts placed
2
thirty miles apart from Bennett to Dawson.
The log cabin
3
community received a telegraph station in 1900.
By 1903,
following the excitement of the gold rush, Hootalinqua was
serviced by the regular steamer runs between Whitehorse and
Dawson, and while many other gold rush route communities
were abandoned, the Hootalinqua area still maintained a
level of mining activity sufficient to warrant the operation
4
of the mining recorder's office.
In 1913 Superintendent Wheeler of the British Yukon
Navigation Company built a set of "ways" on Hootalinqua
Island about one mile below the North West Mounted Police
5
post.
The wooden hulled steamboats and the vulnerable
paddlewheel machinery were no match for the Yukon River ice
and in order to avoid damage, the boats were dragged out of
the water at the close of navigation each fall.

To facili-

tate their removal, "ways" or wooden skids were placed
with horse drawn or steampowered capstans at strategic
places along the waterway.

At Hootalinqua Island, the

slope of the bank offered an ideal location for a shipyard
for wintering the upper river leet of steamers.

Other
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steamboats were also wintered at Whitehorse and at Dawson.
Despite the importance of the Hootalinqua facilities,
the settlement and shipway suffered a fate common to other
Yukon River communities.

While the steamer Evelyn (Norcom)

was left to rot on the ways that once held other boats safe
in the winter, the end of Yukon River boats in 1954-55 saw
the abandonment of this type of facility.
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Lower Laberge

A settlement developed at the north or lower end of Lake
Laberge like so many others along the Yukon waterway to
service the Klondike gold rush.
After the wide expanse
of storm tossed water, the small settlement at the foot
of Lake Laberge offered a welcome stop before the stampeder
tackled the sinuous boulder choked waters of "Thirtymile
River". In 1898 the North West Mounted Police constructed
a post to maintain their vigilance over the bedraggled
2
fleet.
Once the last boats had passed, the connectxon
between Lower Laberge and gold rush excitement ended.
The Canadian Development Company's "Post No. 3" was
3
located at Lower Laberge on the Royal Mail Route.
Even
after the Overland Trail bypassed the settlement in 1902,
the community survived as a major steamboat landing with
4
a direct telegraph link to Dawson and Whitehorse.
Long
piles of cordwood almost obscured the settlement from the
view of the steamers that landed at Lower Laberge to
refuel.
The ice on Lake Laberge tended to break up almost
three weeks after the Yukon River below had cleared of
ice, forming a major obstacle to river navigation in the
5
all too short season.
Prior to 1920, a steamer was
generally wintered below the lake at Lower Laberge and
supplies bound for Dawson were transported across the
ice to load aboard the waiting steamer each spring. Every
year from 19 20 to 194 8, the British Yukon Navigation Company sprayed a mixture of "lamp black" or coal dust and
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oil on the ice of the lake in two belts about twenty feet
wide across the width of the lake at Richthofen Island.
This procedure accelerated localized thawing of the ice
which effectively cut it into two bodies which broke up
more quickly than if left alone. Following this operation,
the steamers beached at Whitehorse for the winter could
push a barge through the rotting ice, thereby advancing
the navigation season.
The passing of the steamboat era left Lower Laberge
without a purpose or function. Like other Yukon River
settlements, Lower Laberge is representative of a particular
adaptation of transportation in the Yukon to climatic and
geographical conditions.
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Five Fingers Rapids

The four large pillars of conglomerate sedimentary rock
that divide the Yukon's channel below Carmacks were named
the Rink Rapids by Frederick Schwatka.
Klondike miners
called the obstacle Five Finger Rapids and while it
presented little difficulty to the small makeshift craft»
it was of more concern to the sternwheeler traffic which
developed during and after the rush.
The tremendous increase in traffic coming into the
Yukon from the south and the completion of the White Pass
and Yukon Route Railroad to Whitehorse re-oriented the
pattern of Yukon transportation to the upper river. Whitehorse at the foot of the impassable White Horse Rapids
became the head of navigation. On the upper river route
between Dawson and Whitehorse, the Five Finger Rapids
offered the most serious impediment to navigation. The
installation of a cable, to which the respective steamer
attached itself, assisted upstream traffic through the
extreme eastern channel. A deadhead above the rapids
anchored a cable which was attached to the steampowered
capstan in the bow of the sternwheeler and in effect, the
boat pulled itself through the constricted channel.
Early in 1899, under the direction of J.P. Tache,
the improvements were begun along the upper river channel.
Rocks were removed from Five Ringer and Rink Rapids and
guide piers were constructed to facilitate passage of
2
steamboats.
Blasting seven thousand cubic yards of rock
out of the channel widened it from fifty to eighty feet.
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3
in 1900-01. The following year, the channel was again
improved by blasting rock on the channel bottom during
the winter beneath the ice at a cost of over three thousand
dollars. These subsequent improvements allowed boats to
proceed upstream without the use of the cable during the
navigation season of 1901.4 Cable assistance was not
completely discontinued, however, until the end of service
in 1954.5
Five Fingers was also the site of one of the vital
North West Mounted Police posts constructed during the
gold rush to watch over the straggling fleet of Klondikers,
to relay much needed supplies to the Yukon detachment and
to serve as a station on the police operated mail route
from Skagway to Dawson. The communication function continued with the completion of the Bennett to Dawson telegraph line in 1900 and the construction of a telegraph
station at Five Fingers Rapids.
The settlement and its
subsequent development were necessary to maintain a link
with the outside for Dawson and the Yukon.
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Summary of Site

Priorization and Extant Resources

Native pre-contact and contact
1
2
3
4

Moosehide
Carcross
Little Salmon
Big Salmon

Early contact and fur trade
1
2
3
4

Fortymile
Fort Reliance
Ogilvie
Fort Nelson (Stewart City)

Gold Rush
1
2
3
4
5

Dawson City
Klondike Goldfields
Klondike City
Bennett City
Tagish

Post Gold Rush
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Whitehorse
Fort Selkirk
Yukon Crossing
Sternwheeler Graveyard
Hootalinqua
Lower Laberge
Five Fingers
Stewart City
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MOOSEHIDE
Rating: 1 Native pre-contact and contact
Possibly pre-contact occupation (unverified), representative
of early native mission work, post contact settlement and
relates to early gold rush and Dawson City history.
Resources extant: priority in order of listing
a. 20 native post contact buildings including houses, outbuildings, dog houses, elevated caches and smokesheds.
b. Mission church - St. Barabas, Anglican and a building
reputedly the mission school.
c. Native graveyard, 70 graves, mounded, fenced and some
with grave houses. Located east of site with early
historic and recent burials.
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CARIBOU CROSSING (CARCROSS)
Rating:

2 Native pre-contact and contact

A precontact meeting and hunting locality for southern
Yukon Indians.
Post contact Indian settlement associated
with gold rush and transportation centre as well as Bishop
Bompas' headquarters and Indian mission.
Resources extant:
Site not examined;
theme unknown.

structures and resources related to
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LITTLE SALMON
Rating: 3 Native pre-contact and contact
A pre-contact native village of unknown age or size. Post
contact settlement and an Anglican mission. Site of
North West Mounted Police gold rush post. Relates to
disastrous flu epidemic.
Resources extant: priority in order of listing
a.

Little Salmon Mission Church - no date or builder but
could possibly date to 1913.
b. Native graveyard in two parts, an old section and a
more recent section - some graves may date to the
pre-contact period.
c. Cabin - unidentified, located adjacent to church.
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BIG SALMON
Rating: 4 Native pre-contact and contact
A post contact Indian settlement in association with a
police post and telegraph station. Merits consideration
because of the current lack of native sites.
Resources extant: priority in order of listing
a.

b.
c.

Indian village on east bank of Yukon River below mouth
of Big Salmon River consisting of numerous log sodroofed cabins as well as several building outlines and
drying racks.
North West Mounted Police post.
Government Telegraph station.
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COFFEE CREEK
Rating:(not rated) Native pre-contact and contact
Merits consideration because it is one of the few postcontact native sites with possible pre-contact occupation.
The contact period elements relate to trade and the Chisana Gold Rush to the upper White River in Alaska in
1913.
Resources extant:
Small log buildings and several cabin outlines and ruins
all unidentified exist on the site.
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FORTYMILE
Rating: 1

Early contact and fur trade

Although the site was occupied by prospectors and traders
relatively late, it was associated with the first gold
rush in the Yukon, with technological adaptation to
environmental conditions and with the establishment of
community as opposed to temporary mining camp.
Resources extant:
Probably in excess of 20 buildings of discernible ruins
or outlines remain visible on the site of the Fortymile
townsite. Only a few of the buildings have been identified
as to historic use.
a. St. James Anglican Church built by Bishop Bompas to
serve the white community.
b. North West Mounted Police post is probably of post
gold rush vintage.
c. Telegraph Station in all probability is the original
station of the Fortymile extension of the Government
Telegraph line.
d. The other buildings - while some are identified by
use, it is unknown if total use is current or historic.
Further on site and historical research is required.
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FORT RELIANCE
Rating: 2 Early contact and fur trade
The second trading post on the Canadian Yukon after Robert
Campbell's illfated Fort Selkirk. It provided the impetus
to the events which led to increased prospecting and the
discovery of gold in the Klondike Valley.
Resources extant :
The site is grown over and only depressions are indicative
of structures remaining.
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OGILVIE ISLAND
Rating: 3

Early contact and fur trade

One of the chain of independent trading posts, this one
established by Joe Ladue, founder of Dawson. Gold rush
stopping point and representative of gold rush policing
and communication. Indications of early attempts at
agriculture in the Yukon.
Resources extant:
a.

A depression at the rear of the Chruikshank Homestead
is locally claimed as the site of Joe Ladue's trading
post. There is no historical or archaeological
evidence to support this claim.

b.

Telegraph Station - This building's ruins could be
the original telegraph station or the earlier North
West Mounted Police post.

c.

Chruikshank Homestead - Buildings of an undetermined
date and in ruin include a cabin, shed and barn.
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STEWART CITY*
Rating: 4

(Fort Nelson)

Early contact and fur trade

Early gold mining centre and trading post established
by McQuesten and Harper in association with Stewart River
gold diggings. Later, the site of gold rush city representative of policing, communication and transportation.
Resources extant:
McQuesten's and Harper's trading post has in all probability
been eroded by the undercutting of the Yukon River which
currently is seriously encroaching on the present settlement
on Stewart Island.
*This site has also been given a rating due to its association with river transportation after 1914 (see following
page for resources extant).
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STEWART CITY
Rating: 8

Post gold rush

Association with gold rush traffic, policing, and post
gold rush communication and transportation.
Resources extant:
Further research would be required to differentiate the
accumulation of buildings that make up the present settlement of Stewart Island. The buildings have almost all
been moved by recent residents to keep them from being
lost to the active undercutting of the Yukon River on
the west side of the island.
In the slough behind Stewart Island proper, the remains
of several barges used in the transport of ore from the
mines at Mayo on the Stewart River to Whitehorse lie
buried in the mud. The hull of the Yukon Rose, a small
steampowered boat operated by the firm of Taylor and
Drury, also remains on the eastern margin of the island.
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DAWSON CITY
Rating: 1

Gold Rush

The pre-eminent gold rush urban centre as well as economic;
a political centre of the late 19th and early 20 century
Yukon.
Resources extant:
Refer to: Master Plan, Klondike Historic Sites
Dept. of the Environment
Parks Canada
Prairie Regional Office
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KLONDIKE GOLDFIELDS
Rating: 2 Gold Rush
Gold found on the creeks in the Klondike Valley drew
people from all over the world and provided the impetus
for unprecedented development in the Yukon.
Resources extant:
Refer to: Master Plan, Klondike Historic Sites
Dept. of the Environment
Parks Canada
Prairie Regional Office
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KLONDIKE CITY
Rating: 3

Gold Rush

A separate settlement in the initial days of the gold rush;
was later considered a suburb of Dawson City. Representative
of many of the same themes as Dawson and the gold rush boom.
Resource extant :
Refer to: Master Plan, Klondike Historic Sites
Dept of the Environment
Parks Canada
Prairie Regional Office
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BENNETT CITY
Relating: 4

Gold Rush

While a narrative has not been provided for this site,
the site is the best representative of the rush along
the major route to the goldfields. The temporary tent
city and boatyards were and are representative of the
very essence of the 1898 Gold Rush. The site is also
associated with the construction and operation of the
White Pass and Yukon Route.
Resources extant:
a.

b.

Church - built by the miners; is all that remains of
the gold rush community while the site is without
doubt archaeologically rich.
White Pass and Yukon Route railway depot and switching
yards.
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TAGISH POST (FORT SIFTON)
Rating: 5

Gold Rush

While a narrative of the history of this site has not been
provided, like Bennett City, it is representative of the
ephemeral nature of the gold rush itself. Every boat using
the Yukon River route to the goldfields was required to
report at the North West Mounted Police post to pay customs
duties and to be numbered and recorded. Although only
occupied for a short period of time, the site is representative of the policing of the 1898 Gold Rush as well as the
assertion of Canadian authority of the Yukon.
Resources extant:
As far as the writer knows surface remains are nonexistant. The site is potentially rewarding for archaeological research.
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WHITEHORSE
Rating: 1

Post Gold Rush

Representative of the post gold rush Yukon. The history
of Whitehorse has dominated the Yukon for most of the 20th
century as the transportation, economic and political centre
of the territory.
Resources extant:
Modern incursion on many of the historic sites makes more
research imperative to positively identify significant
structures. The once busy waterfront has been replaced
as the focus of attention and only a line of wooden piles
remain of what used to be hundreds of feet of wharves and
warehouses.
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FORT SELKIRK
Rating: 2

Post Gold Rush

The site is the oldest albeit discontinuous settlement in
the post contact Yukon. The multiplicity of themes representative of nearly all facets of Yukon River history
give Fort Selkirk a high priority.
Resources extant:
The settlement is spread out for some distance along the
high bank above the Yukon River, consisting in its abandoned
state of more than 50 buildings, ruins and outlines or other
historic features representing various themes and periods
as well as types of occupance.
Apart from numerous cabins, sheds and caches, the site
contains the following:
Yukon Field Force building outlines - only one log
building remains in this complex.
Hudson's Bay Company store - only foundations remain complex is circa 1940.
North West Mounted Police buildings and outbuildings complex of unknown age.
Taylor and Drury store and outbuildings.
Anglican Church, Mission Building and School of various
ages with the mission perhaps dating pre-gold rush.
Catholic Church of post gold rush vintage.
Cemetaries - Native cemetery to the northwest of the
settlement and a white cemetery containing the graves
of members of the Yukon Field Force located to the
southwest of the settlement.
Priorization of these structures will require further
research.

184

YUKON CROSSING
Rating: 3 Post Gold Rush
River crossing and roadhouse on the Overland Trail.
Resources extant: priority in order of listing
a.
b.
c.
d.

Roadhouse - possibly McKay's dating to 1900-01.
Stable - associated with raodhouse.
Cabin outline - located on opposite bank of river use unknown.
Unidentified cabins - 2 cabins located at the periphery
of roadhouse clearing.
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STERNWHEELER GRAVEYARD
Rating: 4 Post Gold Rush
One of the Canadian Development Company's shipyards and
ways used for repairing and storing steamers during the
winter.
Resources extant:
Abandoned and deteriorating steamboats, S.S. Schwatka,
S.S. Julia B and S.S. Seattle III as well as one other
of which only the outline remains.
Due to the rarity
of older steamers, all should rate an equally high
priority.
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HOOTALINQUA
Rating: 5

Post Gold Rush

Associated with the gold rush but more importantly with
the post gold rush river steamer transportation.
Resources extant:

priority in order of listing

Hootalinqua Island Shipyard
a. As a complex the deteriorating steamboat S.S. Evelyn,
previously the S.S. Norcom, the horse powered capstans
and the steamboat ways represent a unique resource
on the Yukon River and should receive a high priority.
Hootalinqua
a. Roadhouse - unidentified and of undetermined age.
b. Graveyard, cabin and outbuildings require further
research.
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LOWER LABERGE
Rating: 6

Post Gold Rush

A gold rush stopping station associated with unusual
adaptation to navigation on the Yukon River.
Resources extant: priority in order of listing
a.
b.
c.
d.

Casca - steamship, only hull remains.
Roadhouse - unidentified.
Telegraph Station - possibly dating from 1900.
Numerous unidentified cabins, ruins and outlines of
structures.
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FIVE FINGERS
Rating: 7

Post Gold Rush

Representative of adaptation and innovation designed to
overcome the obstacles to navigation on the Yukon.
Resources extant:
a.

Cabin - housed deadhead to which cable for hauling
sternwheelers through the narrow channel was attached.
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Conclusions

Synthesis of Study Findings

Ï ntroductio n
The nature of this project is in itself exclusive of
other elements of Yukon history not represented by specific
sites located in the proposed Yukon River corridor. It
concentrates on the Yukon River as a possible corridor
for recreation and conservation in terms of both natural
and human history.
At the same time, it should be noted that the proper
basis for evaluating the importance of a given historic
site, whether national or local, is its historical significance. Ideally, this evaluation would be independent
of interpretive elements such as accessibility or even
the existence of suitable original structures, thus leaving
the historical significance of the site or place as the
prime consideration.
This study has been qualified in that firstly, the
themes and sites have been limited in both cases to nineteen representative themes in Yukon history and nineteen
first class identified sites along the Yukon River. Secondly, not all themes had the same impact on Yukon history,
nor can they be represented by similar quantities of sites
in preservable condition. Indeed, like the theme of "Pre-
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contact Indian settlement and economy," the number of
known sites is almost certainly lower than their importance would indicate. Thirdly, the geographic focus is
limited by the terms of the project which have bound the
list of predetermined themes and sites to the single theme
of the Gold Rush of 1898-99. Fourthly, even the designated
geographic entity is exclusive of areas involved with the
gold rush and the waterway. The exclusion of the headwaters
of the Yukon River eliminates the important gold rush
marshalling and boat building centres at Lakes Lindeman
and Bennett. The imposition of geographic limitations on
such themes as concern the pre-contact natives and early
exploration, ignoring the relatively recent international
boundary determinations, further complicates the evaluation
process. An evaluation and priorization of the Yukon River
sites from the historical perspective determined solely
on the basis of relationship to historical theme will be
provided.
The themes to be considered in the project as dictated
by paragraph 2.2 of the Project Requirements are generalized
into four time period - pre-contact, early contact and fur
trade, the gold rush, and post gold rush period. One must
also assume a functional dichotomy between native and white
history as separate although not mutually exclusive.
The pre-contact period in the Yukon can be defined as
that prior to 1830-1940. On the lower Yukon in Alaska, faceto-face trading between natives and Russians commenced
in the late 1830s; on the upper, or the Canadian section
of the river, the contact occurred a decade later. The
period of initial and sustained contact lasted until 1896-97
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when the Klondike rush inundated native culture. This first
was also the period of the fur trade and early exploration
in the paralleling white history. From 1896 to about 1899
or 1900, the boom of the Klondike Gold Rush dominated every
facet of the Yukon economy and society. The post gold rush
period followed, marked by an increase in activity outside
the Yukon River valley.
While the sites can be associated with a particular
theme, or themes, and ranked absolutely on their role in
the development of the theme, the themes themselves
cannot be ranked absolutely. Ranking the themes as to
their relative importance also causes problems, especially
in recognition of the lack of knowledge of the pre-contact
native sites along the Yukon River, and the continued
evolution of some of the elements of the post gold rush
themes.
Most historians would agree that the Klondike Gold
Rush was by far the most important historical event in
terms of its effect in the subsequent course of development
in the Yukon Territory. Nonetheless, the significance of
events leading up to the gold rush cannot be discounted.
The initial incursion of independent white traders led to
the development of a rudimentary infrastructure for prospecting and the exploitation of the Yukon's natural resources. Therefore, for the purposes of this study, the
themes have been categorized into four chronological
groups and the historic sites along the Yukon River are
priorized within each category. In this way, although
there will be some overlapping as particular sites rank
similarly in more than one theme group, it is felt that
it allows equitable treatment of all sites, especially
in those themes which are not adequately represented, due
primarily to a lack of information.
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Native pre-contact and contact
A pronounced lack of sites representative of Native History
in the Yukon area is evident in the list of sites provided for
evaluation. Such a shortcoming is not restricted to this
project as there is a general lack of knowledge concerning
the geographic distribution of Yukon natives on the precontact and early contact periods. Of the sites under
consideration, Moosehide is rated number one with Carcross
and Little Salmon rated two and three respectively. Moosehide was chosen as the primary site because it was representative of a post contact Indian village type. These
consisted of permanent log buildings which were indicative
of the change in social and economic patterns wrought by
the fur trade. The village, now abandoned, is also closely
associated with the early history of Dawson and the gold
rush. It was established to segregate, voluntarily or not,
the Indian population from the "immorality" incumbent in
the gold rush influx of white men. It is also closely
associated with Bishop Bompas and his early missionary work.
Carcross was selected on the basis of its long association with the annual native caribou hunt which attracted
Indians from all over the southern Yukon and northern
British Columbia. During the last few years of his life,
Bishop Bompas operated a mission at Carcross and established
a native residential school which operated for many years.
Carcross was also on the Klondike gold rush trail and later
became a transportation centre for the post gold rush Yukon.
It could just as easily be priorized with post gold rush
sites because of its multiplicity of themes. Little Salmon,
another site of post contact native settlement and an
Anglican mission, represents one of the most disastrous
illustrations of contact with the white man as it was wiped out
by an epidemic of influenza in 1918. Big Salmon is given
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a rating of four due largely to the unknown nature and
duration of the site as a post contact native settlement.
Other sites, like Fort Selkirk and Coffee Creek,
which are included on the list of sites for specific
consideration, and additional sites, such as Upper Laberge
and Buxton or St.John's Mission at Fortymile, can also be
included in the listing of post contact Indian settlements
on the Yukon River. These sites are certainly of a lower
priority as in many cases, subsequent developments provided
them with a multiplicity of themes. Early explorers and
travellers noted Indian settlements along the river,
especially below Fort Selkirk, and while they may not have been
permanent or even occupied on a seasonal basis, they were
representative of the Indian culture. The mouths of
tributaries of the Yukon were preferred fishing sites and
potentially all were locations of native encampments. The
mission and settlement at Little Salmon corresponds to an
old Indian village which is probably pre-contact but only
further archaeological and historical research will pinpoint
the locations, thus giving representation to an important
theme in Yukon history. While the post contact phase of
native history is indisputably important, interpretation
of sites depicting only this facet of native history tells only
teixs part of the story.
Early contact and fur trade
In all likelihood, John Bell and Robert Campbell in the
early 1840s were the first white men to see the upper
river above the confluence of the Yukon and Porcupine
Rivers. They ushered into the Yukon Valley the period
of white-native trade and were in turn followed by men
like Jack McQuesten, Arthur Harper, Albert Mayo and
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Joseph Ladue who traded and prospected, intent the whole
time on opening the country to mining development. With
their appearance, the fur trade evolved and expanded,
providing a network of supply points for independent prospectors in their lonely search for gold.
The town of Fortymile at the mouth of the river of
the same name was selected as the first priority site of
the period. Although a later settlement, it represents
all the aspects of the theme and period. Associated with
the first gold rush in the Yukon to the Fortymile River,
it served for a decade as the headquarters of gold mining
in the Yukon. In the 1890s Bishop Bompas established
Buxton, St. John's Mission for natives on the island in
the mouth of the Fortymile River, and St. James Church for
the white community. Both the Alaska Commercial Company
in Fortymile and the North American Trading and Transportation Company in their own Fort Cudahy operated from the
Fortymile area. The community was also important for the
assertion of Canadian sovereignty over the Yukon, marked by
the establishment of the North West Mounted Police post
Fort Constantine, and the surveying of the 141st Meridian
as the International Boundary between Alaska and Canada.
Fortymile was the focus of mining activity in the Yukon
from 1886 to 1896 and significant technological advances
were made in mining the permanently frozen placer gold
deposits in the adjacent goldfields.
Fort Reliance, rated "two" among sites relating to
the early contact and fur trade theme, was only occupied
for a short period of time following its founding by
McQuesten in 1874. This, the second trading post in the
Canadian Yukon, soon became an important landmark from
which other geographic features like Fortymile and Sixtymile Rivers were named and located. Followed by the
establishment of other such posts, Fort Reliance represented
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the initial movement of independent traders into the upper
river region. This created a base for prospectors and miners
to re-supply for winter, which, in turn, allowed a yearround exploration of the Yukon district.
Two other posts, Ogilvie and Fort Nelson, were representative of the expansion and servicing of the mining
frontier and were rated "three" and "four" respectively.
Fort Nelson, built by Harper and McQuesten in 1886 in
response to the gold finds on the Stewart River, was
located on the future site of the gold rush settlements of
Stewart City. Joe Ladue's post on Ogilvie Island at the
mouth of the Sixtymile River was founded for similar
reasons. It was from this site that Ladue the storekeeper
and later founder of Dawson City supplied and encouraged
many prospectors. One of these, Robert Henderson, was the
man whose initial discoveries led George Carmack and his
Indian companions, Tagish Charlieand Skookum Jim, into
the valley of Bonanza Creek. The four sites discussed all
represent the importance of the support role in exploring
and prospecting on an isolated frontier.
While fur trading between Indians and white traders
was carried on throughout the period, it was soon relegated
to a secondary role as the supply of the steadily growing
mining population took precedence. Fort Yukon and Fort
Selkirk, the two Hudson's Bay Company fur trade posts
established during this period, do not merit ranking in this
theme- Fort Yukon, the first trading post on the upper
Yukon, was abandoned to the Americans in whose territory
it was found to be. Fort Selkirk, although important in
its association with Robert Campbell and the exploration
of the Pelly-Yukon River system, was occupied only for a
very short time as a trading post. Its real importance
lies in its association with transportation and commerce
in the post gold rush period.
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Gold Rush
With the discovery of gold in the Klondike River valley,
the other mining camps on the Stewart, Sixtymile and Fortymile Rivers, and even those at Circle City, Alaska, emptied
as men rushed to stake claims. Probably one hundred
thousand people joined the rush, while only thirty thousand
actually completed the trek to Dawson City and the Klondike
goldfields. The rush for gold changed the Yukon radically
from the pre-rush days.
Dawson City, the Klondike Goldfields and Klondike
City are ranked "one", "two" and "three" respectively in
the Gold Rush theme. The three sites together form what
was known as the Klondike by the world of 1898. For a
few short years, Dawson drew international attention
itself, while the rush provided an important economic
stimulus which helped pull North America out of a depression
which had begun in 1893. On the local level, the gold rush
left as its legacy to the Yukon a service and transportation
infrastructure that its post gold rush population would be
too small to utilize fully.
If Klondike City were considered a completely separate
gold rush urban element, containing Dawson's industrial
functions, then it merits the third rank as it represents
many of the same themes as Dawson's less reputable social
elements were segregated in the community across the river
as post gold rush Dawson attempted to purge itself of the
last vestiges of boomtown immorality.
Geographically, the gold rush was a linear phenomenon
with the major route extending from the Pacific Coast,
through the Chilkoot and White Passes, along the Yukon
River, to Dawson. While the hoard of stampeders was apt
to make camp at any place along the route, certain locations
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developed as major service centres during the rush. A
natural focus for such settlements were the twenty-two North
West Mounted Police posts, spaced at about thirty mile
intervals from the summit of the Chilkoot Pass through to
Dawson. Many of the sites were briefly occupied and thus
representative of the ephemeral nature of the rush. Bennett City was the largest of the temporary settlements.
Although not included in the list of nineteen suggested
sites, as well as being outside the geographic parameters
of the project, it is rated "four", as it housed a tremendous crowd of boat building Klondikers. Bennett was
the point on the route where the formerly overland trail
ended and the miners took to the water in handmade craft
of all descriptions. It was abandoned with the spring
breakup of 1898. Tagish Post (Fort Sifton), the major
North West Mounted Police and customs post on the water
route, represents the control exercised by Canadian
authorities over the rush, encouraging its ordered and
relatively peaceful evolution. It is rated "five". Other
sites not ranked but worthy of consideration and further
research, are Lindeman City,a tent town at the head of
Lake Lindeman, and the shipyards of the Bennett Lake and
Klondyke Navigation Company at the mouth of the Wheaton
River on Lake Bennett. The small sternwheeled steamboats
Nora, Dora and Flora were built in the makeshift shipyard,
representing the effort and ingenuity displayed by investors
in the future of the Klondike.
Similarly, of the twenty-two police posts, some were
more important than others because they attracted other
functions, developing a multiplicity of themes including
communication, commerce and transportation. The most
important of these sites, Fort Selkirk, Little Salmon,
Carcross, Hootalinqua and Lower Laberge, are ranked in
other theme categories. Their importance as police posts
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and gold rush depots simply enhances their overall value
in their respective major theme.

Post Gold Rush
With the passing of the excitement of the gold rush, the
Yukon settled into a cycle of economic decline followed
by economic resurgence. The re-orientation of the traditional pre-gold rush transportation route from the lower
to the upper river and the southern Yukon placed a new
emphasis on river settlements south of Dawson. Whitehorse,
rated "one", emerged as the transportation hub of the
Yukon, functioning as the head of rail and primary river
port, and eventually the economic and political capital
of the Yukon. Fort Selkirk, the oldest albeit discontinuous
white settlement in the Yukon, was originally planned as
the end of rail. Despite unsuccessful plans to make it
the capital of the Yukon, it achieved some status as a
major river trading and transportation centre. Fort Selkirk
is rated "two" among post gold rush sites although it has
associations with nearly all historic themes on the Yukon
River.
Yukon Crossing, rated "three", is representative of the
second major realignment of Yukon transportation. In this
case, the settlement sprang up at the point where the
"Overland Trail", the first overland route from Whitehorse
to Dawson, crossed the Yukon River. The establishment of
this route marked the beginning of the end for Yukon River
steamers and the dependence of Yukon settlements on a
supply system which was only functional four months of
the year.
The Canadian Development Company shipyards, now known
as the Dawson "Sternwheeler Graveyard", rated "four";
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Hootalinqua, rated "five"; Lower Laberge, rated "six". Five
Fingers, rated "seven"; all are representative of various
facets of the steamboat navigation, as well as the post
gold rush river oriented Yukon settlement pattern. The
"Sternwheeler Graveyard" is of particular importance. It
once functioned as a ship building, repair and winter
storage depot for the Canadian Development Company and
later for the British Yukon Navigation Company, which was
the ubiquitous long "river" arm of the Yukon and White Pass
Route railway. It is representative of many of the peculiarities in operating wooden hulled steamboats on a
seasonal basis. The Hootalinqua Island shipyards, while
of a later vintage, represent the same elements on the
upper reaches of the Yukon. Lower Laberge and Five
Fingers Rapids, while intimately connected with transportation on the Yukon from the gold rush onward, also
represent particular and unique adaptations and developments
to facilitate sternwheeler traffic on the Yukon.
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