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INTRODUCTION 

The Alaska Commercial Company in Dawson 

The Alaska Commercial Company had been sealing along the coast of 
Alaska and trading on the Yukon River for 30 years when it established a 
post at Dawson in 1897 - In 1867 the San Francisco-based firm of 
Hutchison, Kohl and Company had purchased from the Russian-American 
Company all interests in the new American territory of Alaska. The 
Alaska Commerical Company (incorporated as such a year later) continued 
trading and, after 1886, began to ship gold out of the Yukon River 
valley.1 Where successive gold camps sprang up the company maintained 
commissioned agents who outfitted miners and prospectors from river 
posts at Stewart, Forty Mile, Ogilvie and Circle City. 

The company provisioned the Klondike district for over 70 years, 
from its construction of a post there in 1897 to the final sale of its 
Dawson assets in 1969. In that period the company not only dominated 
the wholesale and retail trade in Dawson, but as a corporate citizen 
played a major role in the community's political and social life as 
well. Economically, company policies affected the quality of life in 
the north in very real ways. From its nearly monopolistic position the 
company held no small responsibility in determining freight rates, the 
availability and prices of retail goods, the value of pelts and the 
extension of credit. Politically, too, managers exerted considerable 
informal power and influence in Dawson, and consequently displayed high 
and respectable profiles in the city's social life. Because at various 
times the company provided a range of services from steam heat and a 
fire brigade to hockey teams and children's river excursions, the firm's 
public image was always strong. 

The significance of the Alaska - after 1901 the Northern -
Commercial Company to Dawson was strongly stated in its physical 
presence there. The company store dominated the corner of Front and 
King (so called the A.C. corner) for nearly 55 years, until fire 
destroyed the property in December, 1951. From its commercially 
strategic location as a point of trans-shipment the post originally 
connected Dawson's waterfront with the trail to the goldfields. In its 
later urban setting the expanded complex maintained its commanding 
position, defining the industrial and warehousing district on the one 
flank and overlooking the business district on the other. As the 
company expanded so did its landholdings, on King Street as well as 
along the waterfront. At all stages of development the company 
represented - outside the federal government - Dawson's largest single 
land user. 
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Phases Summarized 

The structural history of the Alaska/Northern Commercial Company 
store in Dawson can be summarized as follows: 

Phase I: 1897-98 Construction (Fig. 1) 

In 1897 the Alaska Commercial Company constructed a log store on 
the Dawson waterfront. Two warehouses, staff quarters and the store 
formed what was then the largest river trading post on the Yukon River. 
The store, reported to measure 80 ft by 10 ft, was a two-storey gabled 
building of spruce logs, with a small annex at the southeast corner, it 
was accessible to the waterfront, the Third Street trail to the creeks 
and the warehouse area in the centre of the company block. 

Figure 1. Company block seen from Third Street, winter 1897-98. The store is at 
far left. (California State Library, California Section, A.A. Martin Collection.) 
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Phase II: 1898-1901 Expansion (Fig. 2) 

As part of an overall expansion of the company's block of 
buildings, a two-storey addition was built across the rear (east) wall 
of the store. The roofline on Third Street was altered from a simple 
gable to a hip, and the doorway on that street was closed. While the 
Front Street facade of the building remained relatively unchanged, the 
Third Street buildings - the enlarged store, the retail annex and the 
new office building - were clad in milled lumber and painted, giving a 
continuous facade along the street. 

Figure 2. July 4, 1900. (Public Archives Canada.) 
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Phase III: 1901-21 Consolidation (Fig. 3) 

In 1901 the store became headquarters for Dawson's newest and 
largest trading company. In June of that year the Alaska Commercial 
Company merged with smaller trading concerns to form the Northern 
Commercial Company. Lettering on the store's roof changed from 
"A.C.Co." to "N.C.Co." and certain departments were shuffled to new 
locations, but the structure itself was unaffected by the merger. The 
store's gradual orientation to King (formerly Third) Street was 
confirmed by the opening of new entrances there and the closing of the 
First Avenue (formerly Front Street) doorway. 

Figure 3. N.C.Co. block ca. 1908. (National Historic Parks and Sites 
Collection.) 
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Phase IV: 1921-51 Renewed Confidence (Fig. 4) 

Following a company takeover in 1922 by a group of employees 
incorporated as the Northern Commercial Company Ltd. the store at Dawson 
was completely overhauled. The new management invested in foundation 
work, interior alterations and new plate glass display windows along 
King and onto First. In the late 1930s the company expanded its retail 
floor space into a new single-storey King Street addition, on the site 
of the company's office building demolished in 1936. On 10 December 
1951 fire destroyed the company's entire block. Only the hall of the 
Yukon Order of Pioneers (formerly the company's staff house) at King and 
Second was saved. 

Figure 4. Main entrance on King Street, ca. 1937. (Courtesy 
Evelyn Dubois.) 
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PHASE I: 1897-98 CONSTRUCTION 

Introduction 

The 160-acre Dawson townsite was staked at the mouth of the 
Klondike River shortly after the discovery of gold in August 1896.1 
While the Alaska Commercial Company (A.C.Co.) did not begin construction 
of its post there until spring, a block of land was purchased over the 
winter, possibly even before Dominion Land Surveyor William Ogilvie 
carried out the initial survey of the townsite in Janaury 1897•^ The 
company's property, block C, was centrally located on Dawson's 
waterfront. It ran 200 ft along the 66-ft-wide Front Street, the main 
waterfront thoroughfare, and 210 ft back from the river along Third 
(later King) Street, which would become a major crosstown corridor. 

On 2 June 1897 the A.C.Co.'s steamer Bella, the first of the river 
steamers to reach the gold camp that season, landed 450 tons of freight 
at Dawson,3 then only a handful of cabins serving a population of some 
1500 seasoned miners from the older camps of Forty Mile and Circle 
City.^ Construction on the company's property began immediately, under 
the supervision of Leroy Napoleon McQuesten.5 For over 20 years a 
prospector, river trader and commissioned agent for the company, 
McQuesten had erected stores in Forty Mile in 1887 and in Circle City in 
1893. The company's requirements in Dawson were as they had been at 
these previous posts: first, simple structures in which to store the 
company's entire stock as it arrived over the shipping season; secondly, 
an ample store building not just to provide retail space, but to house 
the company's offices. Here miners would order yearly outfits, arrange 
for their pickup or delivery, and weigh in their payments of gold dust 
with the cashier for storage in the company vault. Thirdly, the company 
required, in addition to its storage and office facilities, living 
quarters for its management and staff, for Dawson was not a family town 
in 1897; company men slept and messed in company quarters. In essence, 
however, a trading company performed the functions of shipper, wholesale 
supplier and banker; it depended primarily on steamers, warehouses, and 
a vault. 

Construction Sequence 

In June 1897 there was one sawmill in operation at Dawson; Joe 
Ladue had dismantled his Sixtymile (Ogilvie) operation and floated it 
downstream to his new townsite. The A.C.Co. monopolized Ladue's sawmill 
throughout June in order to produce the milled lumber it required for 
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the construction of its four main buildings.° Of highest priority, and 
constructed first, were the company's warehouses. Two were built in 
1897. The first was 40 ft wide and L-shaped, abutting both Front and 
Third streets. The second, to the north of the L-shaped warehouse, was 
30 ft wide on Front Street, running at least the depth of a single lot 
(100 ft).7 These warehouses were framed in local spruce (Fig. 5) and 
either sheathed in wood on the exterior, or clad in corrugated 
galvanized metal; the latter was preferred for its supposed fireproof 
qualities. 

It was probably not until 1897 that construction of the company's 
store was undertaken at the southwest corner of the block in the "L" of 
the first warehouse. During construction the company did business out 
of temporary quarters, Ladue's cabin and a warehouse, both situated just 
south of the company's construction site." At the same time work was 
carried out on staff quarters, a two-storeyed gable-roofed log building 
at the southeast corner of the company's block, and on the manager's 
cabin to the north of that building. By 1 October 1897, just as the 
first wave of gold-crazed adventurers reached Dawson from the south, 
construction on the company's post was complete. The original 
investment in the Dawson property was reported at $250,000, the 
A.C.Co.'s largest stake in a placer camp to that date." 

Figure 5. Company supply houses being built, Dawson, 1897. (Alaska 
Historical Library, 753-4, No. 107.) 
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The Store 

The A.C.Co. store in Dawson was constructed of wood, a decision 
imposed by soil and climate conditions as well as by the ready 
availability of the material. It is highly unlikely that for structural 
work anything other than local spruce was used. While Dawson 
contractors eventually preferred imported woods for finishing work, it 
is questionable whether the company could have procured building 
materials in any quantity to arrive at Dawson on the first steamers of 
1897. More to the point, local wood was plentiful at this date, and 
entirely suitable for the company's purposes. In 1895 for instance, the 
banks and islands of the Yukon River between Forty Mile and the Klondike 
River were logged for spruce, which, it was reported, was available in 
lengths from 16 ft to 35 ft, and in widths 7 to 10 inches across the 
smaller end.^" 

That the company's store and staff quarters were constructed 
primarily of log, while its warehouses were of milled lumber followed a 
tradition of Yukon River post construction carried on in the 1890s by both the 
A.C.Co. at Circle City (Fig. 6) and the North American Transportation 
and Trading Company (N.A.T.T.Co.) at Ft. Cudahy (Forty Mile). 
Presumably, logs provided the warmth necessary for offices and living 
quarters, while the lighter frame, when clad in metal, provided a 
surface considered more fireproof - a prime concern in northern 
warehouses. It seems, however, that only the foundation and walls of 
the Dawson store were of log; the rest of the building's frame - its 
roof structure and joists - may well have been of milled lumber. 

Figure 6. Company store at Circle City. (Jeremiah Lynch, Three Years 
in the Klondike [London: Edward Arnold, 1904].) 
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Because the building itself has been destroyed, because no 
construction records or plans have come to light (or, in the case of 
plans, are likely to have existed) and because at the time of writing no 
archaeological investigation had been undertaken on the site, the measurements 
of the structure are accessible to us only from contemporary references and by 
investigation of existing photographs. Tappan Adney, a New York 
journalist, observed in 1897 that the store measured 80 ft by 40 ft,'''' 
dimensions confirmed though not substantiated in Flag Over the North, 
the company's official history by L.D. Kitchener.™It is not clear, 
however, whether these dimensions referred to the main building alone, 
or included the addition on the east side of the store, an annex of 
unknown depth, but original to the building. In 1899 a newspaper 
article in the Yukon Sun described the company's warehouses. While it 
did not record the store's dimensions, the given size of the L-shaped 
warehouse implied that the store building and its annex would very 
likely have measured 80 ft by 40 ft.13 

Unfortunately, careful investigation of a substantial number of 
photographs does not confirm these dimensions, rather suggests that the 
proportions of the store building proper were very likely 80 ft by 32 
ft, and that the annex added a further 18 ft to the south end wall, 
producing overall dimensions of 80 ft by 50 ft.^ One is perhaps 
slightly more inclined to dispute the written record when, as in this 
case, both the primary informants were newspaper reporters for whom the 
collection of technical data was not an end in itself. 

The store building was positioned on the lot so that it faced the 
river along its length. The double windows in each bay and the central 
double door gave the store a considerably more imposing riverfront 
facade than that of the rival N.A.T.T.Co., whose store of similar 
dimensions was set perpendicular to the riverbank. In fact, the 
orientation of the A.C.Co. store to the Yukon River was partly symbolic. 
As long as the company did a traditional outfitting business the store's 
functional orientation was towards the warehouses and delivery court 
area at the centre of the company block and to Third Street and the 
trail to the creeks. 

Elements of Construction 

Foundations 

Unlike many of the boom-town structures hastily erected in Dawson 
at the height of the rush, the A.C.Co. store had the benefit of veteran 
builders experienced in northern building conditions. Certainly the 
store's builders were no strangers to the problems posed by permafrost. 
The foundation system which they used was, and for years remained, a 
traditional response to the problem. Trenches were dug to a depth 
greater than that of the active soil layer, and in them sleepers were 
laid. The sleepers supported posts and in turn the sills of the 
structure itself. "Such foundations" it was thought, "could never 
settle."15 While time-honoured, the solution was imperfect; within 
seven years of construction major foundation repairs were required. 
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Actual details of the store's foundations, like so much of its 
construction, have not come to light. In the case of foundation methods, 
some useful comparative material is available. In 1899 the resident 
architect in Dawson for the federal Department of Public Works reported 
on foundation problems in that community, having observed firsthand the 
practices of the trading companies there. In 1902, when the Alaska 
(then the Northern) Commercial Company itself planned some new 
construction, the local press reported on the specifications for 
foundations. These two reports do not enable us to draw conclusions 
about actual practices in 1897, but they do provide a general background 
about post and sill construction methods in that period. 

In 1899 the Department of Public Works' resident architect T.W. 
Fuller reported the permafrost table in Dawson at a depth of 
18 inches,1° and presumably considered it to be even and continuous at 
that depth. In response to the data, and after having closely examined 
all the buildings of the big companies in Dawson, Fuller laid his first 
foundations at a depth of 4 ft. When these proved unsatisfactory, he 
increased the depth to 5 ft in subsequent structures. In 1902 the 
Northern Commercial Company planned to proceed with foundations at 4 ft, 
but was prepared to go a further 18 inches if necessary.17 It does 
appear that before 1900 at least, foundations at 4 ft were not uncommon. 

In its 1902 specifications the company called for trenches 8 ft 
apart, then mud sills 12 inches by 4 inches in long lengths, laid on a 
1-inch bed of sawdust. Posts of not less than 10-inch diameter were to 
be placed at 5-ft centres. The trenches were to be backfilled with 10 
inches of sawdust, then earth, rammed down to ground level. Again, to 
what extent these specifications shed light on earlier construction is 
open to question. 

Figure 7 shows foundation work underway on the company's L-shaped 
warehouse. Lines of posts are in place, and the sawdust backfilling is 
in process. At what distance the posts are centred is difficult to 
estimate. T.W. Fuller's brief report on his examination of company 
structures and his conversations with their builders raise a significant 
problem about centreing: 

all those buildings where the pickets have been at 4:00" 
centres or over have moved more or less, caused I fancy 
by an uneven bearing, for one picket may rest over ice, 
while the next one may be on frozen muck.''" 

The spacing of sleepers and posts may have varied in that section of the 
store's foundation which carried the vault. According to reports the 
steel vault and its masonry casing measured 16 ft by 14 ft and weighed 
150 tons.19 It is quite possible that the vault was enclosed in the 
single-storey annex on the east side of the building, and that a 
different spacing of sleepers and posts applied there. 

When the company undertook major foundation repaires in 1904, 
newspaper reports implied that, unlike Fuller's Administration Building 
constructed in 1901, the original company store had no circulating space 
between ground floor and ground level.20 Knowledge of permafrost and 
relevant construction techniques appear to have evolved in Dawson 
between 1897 and 1901. 


