Klondike Gold Rush History

Prior to 1896, only the First Nations peoples and the hardiest of fur traders, prospectors, missionaries and Northwest Mounted Police ventured into the Yukon Territory.  In two short years, the landform, people and the history of the Yukon would be changed forever.

According to the oral traditions of the Tagish First Nations peoples, the gold rush began when Skookum Jim, Dawson Charlie and his wife Patsy Henderson traveled down the Yukon River from Tagish, in the southern Yukon.  They were searching for Jim’s sister, Shaaw Tia, also known as Kate, and her husband George Carmack.  After locating he couple in July, 1896, Jim and the others were fishing on the Klondike River when veteran gold prospector Robert Henderson approached George and related to him about some gold that he had found in Gold Bottom Creek in the Klondike River Valley.  The unwritten code of the gold prospectors of the region, Henderson had to share his knowledge with whomever he met.  Carmack asked if he could stake a claim.  In a voice overheard by Jim and Charlie, Henderson replied to George that he could stake a claim but Skookum Jim and Dawson Charlie could not.  This statement, Henderson later recalled, “cost me a fortune.”

Jim and Charlie panned out a few traces of gold from Rabbit Creek in August of 1896.  in a place where the bedrock was exposed, someone found a nugget the size of a dime.  Energized by this find, Jim, Charlie and George turned over loose pieces of rock and found gold that, according to Carmack, “lay thick between the flaky slabs like cheese sandwiches.”  The date was August 16, 1896 and the rush was on.

George Carmack, Jim and Charlie staked their claim the following day and renamed the creek Bonanza.  They never told Robert Henderson and by the time he heard of the discovery, the best locations on Bonanza Creek had been staked.

News of the gold find reached the outside world in the spring of 1897, when the steamer ship, the SS Portland sailed into the port of Seattle, carrying a “ton of gold;” this according to the local newspaper.  The fact is that the ship carried more than two tons of gold.  The “ton of gold” phrase was wired to newspaper around the world, and soon thousands of people who had never dreamed of prospecting for gold and knew nothing about the trade, dropped everything and outfitted for the Klondike.  Even the mayor of Seattle resigned his position and headed north.

A staking rush was on.  The gold finds at El Dorado Creek, a tributary of Bonanza yielded over 30 million dollars of gold despite the fact that it was no more than five miles long.

It is a matter of speculation as to why the Klondike Gold Rush captured the imagination of so many people.  Perhaps, it had to do with the world being in a recession at this time and the press eagerly writing and reporting of the sensational wealth to be had in the Klondike region.  The media helped to create the idea of a land where riches just lay in the ground for anybody to dig up and carry away.

The truth was that reaching the Klondike was far more difficult than most stampeders ever thought.  There were three major routes heading north with many considering the water route the easiest.  The water route was very expensive and nearly impossible to book passage.  For prospectors with money, it offered what seemed to be a comfortable, though long, steam ship journey.  The trip was 3000 miles from Seattle to the port of Saint Michael, then another 1700 miles up the Yukon River to Dawson City where stakes were claimed.  The conditions on most of the steamers were crowded and filthy, and few had expected that the waters would be as difficult to navigate as they found the Yukon River.  Of the 1800 prospectors who chose this method of travel, only 43 of them reached Dawson City; of these 43, most, 35 to be exact were turned back due to lack of supplies.  One year’s worth of supplies was required before being allowed entry to the Klondike area.  The majority of the ships/boats were frozen in the Yukon and had to wait for spring to thaw the icy seas before they could move again.

The Trails

The Chilkoot Pass and White Pass were the two major land routes to the gold areas.  White Pass seemed to be the less arduous of the trails over the mountains than did the steep Chilkoot.  The truth was neither of the routes were easy to travel.  Winter travel meant thick snow and treacherous ice.  Spring was no different as the prospectors, animals, wagons and sleds sloshed through thick, unending mud.  Even traveling the routes in the summer, gold seekers had to traverse along trails littered with sharp, jagged rocks.  After a deadly avalanche killed dozens along Chilkoot Pass, town promoters in Skagway boasted that their trail was proven to be safer.

The Northwest Mounted Police were stationed at the summits of each trail.  They were performing two functions, collecting duty (tax) on incoming goods and to ensure that everybody was outfitted to survive one year in the Klondike region.  “Be Prepared” was practiced even this early.  Being prepared meant having one ton of goods per person.  These provisions included food, shelter, cooking utensils and tools.  When possible, the stampeders used animals and sleds to move along the trails; long portions of the trails were so narrow or in such poor condition that goods had to be carried in 50 to 60 pound packs strapped to the prospector’s back.  In this manner, goods were moved slowly, about 5 miles per trip.

After stashing their goods by the sides of the trails, men and women would walk back to the starting point and repeat this process.  A prospector would walk 80 miles for every mile they moved their provisions.  Those with money would hire packers and freighters to move their goods; most carried their boxes of goods on their own.

Starting from Skagway, the first several miles of White Pass were on good roads wide enough for pack animals.  This section had a gentle, upward grade.  After this section, the prospectors encountered a series of narrow climbs on rocky switchbacks; this earned White Pass the dubious name “Dead Horse Trail” because of the hundreds of pack animals that died on the trail.

An interesting fact about Skagway during the height of the gold rush is that it was home to the most prolific con man of the region.  Jefferson “Soapy” Smith and his gang of con men ruled the town with all manner of cons.  The most famous of his cons involved his offer of sending telegrams home for a cost of 5 dollars; prospectors never thought to look behind “Soapy’s” telegraph operation.  Had they investigated, they would have found that there were no telegraph lines after a few yards.  As Skagway used the avalanche on Chilkoot, Dyea civic promoters used stories of “Soapy” and his gang to lure stampeders from Skagway to their town.

The Chilkoot Pass earned the nickname of “the meanest 32 miles in the world.”  The trail began just north of Skagway at Dyea.  The Pass had very steep grades but it was also the most expedient route to the gold fields.  Approximately 22,000 people attempted the trail during the fall of 1897.  A human chain stretched across the entire length of the Pass and anybody stopping to rest were often unable to reenter the line for hours.  The worst part of the trail was between Sheep Camp and Scales, the “Golden Stairs.”  The “Golden Stairs” were 1500 stairs carved out of ice along a 2 ½ mile section of the trail that rose 1600 feet.

Prospectors moved up the stairs in a single line, clutching rope balustrades and carrying 50 to 60 pound packs on their backs.  A deadly avalanche killed dozens along the Chilkoot Pass.  The word stampede was laughable under these crowded, slow moving conditions.  A single trip up the “Golden Stairs” could take as long as six hours; the trip down was much easier.  A series of slides were carved in the ice near the stairs enabling people to slide down in about three minutes.

From the 3739 foot Chilkoot Pass, the stampeders hiked to Lake Bennett where they would construct boats to navigate the 500 miles on the Yukon River to Dawson City.  Founded in the early days of the gold rush, Dawson City boomed from a tent city of 500 in 1896 to 30,000 in 1898, its heyday.  It was known as the “Queen City of the North” during this era.

Upon reaching Dawson City, prospectors learned that most of the productive claims had been staked two years earlier.  Many turned back, some stayed and found their wealth selling goods and services to other miners.  More wealth was generated through merchants than through the mining for gold, an irony of the gold rush.

Estimates state that 100,000 gold seekers left for the Klondike.  By winter of 1897, very few arrived at Dawson City.  The few who did found the town ill prepared and they faced starvation.  Less than half of the prospectors reached Dawson the following fall, briefly transforming the city into a boomtown.  A small fraction upon arriving had any desire to look for gold, after learning that all good claims were already staked; the cost of living was high and mining was hard work.  Only a handful of people, with the exception of the original prospectors from 1896, made any fortune during the gold rush peak of 1896 to 1897.

The Klondike Gold Rush ended as quickly as it started in 1899 after gold was found on the sandy beaches of Nome, Alaska.  Many who had arrived late to the Klondike left immediately for these new gold fields or the “New El Dorado” as it was so named.  Ironically, the greatest gold producing year in the Yukon was 1900 when 22 million dollars worth of gold was extracted.  The largest yields for the Klondike were 2 ½ million dollars in 1897 and 10 million dollars in 1898.

Places along the Klondike

Skagway:  One of the main ports for gold prospectors.  Prospectors would stock up on needed supplies before heading to either White Pass or Chilkoot.  Town promoters from Skagway lured prospectors to their town for passage along White Pass after an avalanche on the Chilkoot killed dozens.  Skagway was home to Jefferson “Soapy” Smith and his gang of con men who flim flamed and robbed the prospectors.

Chilkoot Trail:  The most famous route for gold seekers enroute to the gold fields.  Home to the “Golden Staircase,” steps carved out of the mountain ice.  Chilkoot was the preferred route to the gold fields for the prospectors.

White Pass Trail aka “Dead Horse Trail:”  This trail offered a longer but less steep trail to the gold region.  It was also the most dangerous of the routes due to the amount of crime.  Scores of horses died along this trail.

Dyea:  The Chilkoot began here.  As the Skagway promoters used the avalanche on the Chilkoot to lure prospectors, so did the Dyea promoters use the stories of Skagway’s notorious con men to direct prospectors to their town.  There was far less crime here than anywhere else on the trail.

Dawson City:  The last stop along the Klondike trail; this is where all claims were staked.

Characters of the Klondike

Klondike governor:  Has overall responsibility for the event; will start the Derby, preside over meetings and make award presentations.  The governor will also close the event.

Klondike mayor:  Will preside over town(s).  The mayor determines the events in their towns and acts as the paymaster for their territory.  The decisions of mayors are final; there is no system of appeals.

Northwest Mounted Police:  Responsible for the safety of the event, making sure that travel to and from events is happening in a safe manner.  The Mounties will make sled inspections and apparel inspections.  They will randomly stop sled patrols and quiz them on basic Scout questions; all from the Scout Handbook.  Again, their decisions are final.

Mounties can also issue or take away gold.  Be Prepared!

Con Men, Claim Jumpers, Robber Barons:  The two most famous of the Klondike Gold Rush, Jefferson “Soapy” Smith and Judge Andrew E. Noyes with his accomplice Alexander McKenzie are back and prepared to relieve prospectors of their gold.  Patrols will not know when they will show so, again Be Prepared.  Their sole purpose is to take gold and they have a unique method of obtaining it; they will quiz each patrol on the history of the Klondike Gold Rush (minimum of 6 questions).  Each incorrect answer will cost 4 gold nuggets so know your history.  As with the town mayors and Mounties, their decisions are final, there are no appeals. 

