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PREFACE

IN 2008, THREE FRIENDS and I rafted down a section of the wide, silty Yukon River in the endless sunlight of four long June days. The scenery was breathtaking—no visible human habitations, distant snow-capped mountains under a vast sky, a black bear at the water’s edge, and two moose standing motionless in a swamp. Massive log pile-ups littered the riverbanks like timeless sculptures. I heard the croak of ravens, the hiss of river sediment against the rubber raft, the howling wolves. I watched a branch bob along in the water, then realized it was a fifty-foot spruce tree, wrenched from the bank by a current strong enough to carve out new channels and treacherous gravel bars. My fingers went numb when I dipped them into the icy water.

I faced none of the risks and few of the discomforts confronted by those who had made the same journey in the 1890s, during the Klondike Gold Rush. We had life jackets, a Global Positioning System, down sleeping bags, Therm-a-Rests, bug repellent, a four-burner gas cooker, and all the other gear designed for extreme adventurers today. Even though I felt a lifetime away from my family south of the sixtieth parallel, I could return home within a few hours by plane.

Nevertheless, I felt the menace—the sense that we were trespassers on the immense silence. In four days of travel, we saw only three other boats, two of them with Hān men at the tiller. If, with all the protective  paraphernalia that we had stowed, I felt overwhelmed by the savage beauty of the surroundings, how much more intense must it have been for those intrepid adventurers at the peak of the Gold Rush? If one of them drowned, it would take months for the news to reach his family back home. If he was alone when he toppled into the water, his name would be forgotten and his fate unknown.

Yet 110 years ago, stampeders streamed north in their tens of thousands in one of the great quests of the nineteenth century. Primarily from the United States but also from Canada, Britain, Australia, Sweden, France, Japan, Italy, and dozens of other countries, they undertook a brutal journey toward the Arctic. They were gamblers and dreamers: the Gold Rush was the chance to reinvent themselves—to escape the claustrophobia of cramped lives, and to share the adrenaline rush of mother lode fantasies and frontier adventure. In an earlier era, similar urges had impelled Europeans to set sail across uncharted oceans. In a later era, the same appetite for speculation persuaded investors to embrace the promise of dot-com stocks.

Different motives impelled me north. My river trip was the culmination of a three-month sojourn in the Yukon. I had hankered to spend time in the immense and almost impenetrable North American wilderness that stretches from the sixtieth parallel to the North Pole, and which freezes into an icy solitude for more than half the year. Moreover, I have three sons, who love to pit themselves against white water, steep mountains, and jagged rock faces. They revel in perilous adventures that fill me with terror of the unknown. They return from such trips exhilarated by their own stamina and courage, humbled by the power of raw nature, and at peace with themselves. I sought a glimpse of their elation.

Most of all, I wanted to see the Yukon with my own eyes. By now I had read dozens of books by survivors of the collective get-rich-quick madness of the 1890s. When I caught sight of the Moosehide Slide, above the confluence of the Klondike and Yukon rivers, I knew the  surge of relief and excitement recorded by so many of the men and women who stampeded into the Far North toward the Klondike gold fields. Like me, most of those people had no idea what the terrain was like, no backwoods skills, and only the haziest notion of how to pan for gold.

I was particularly curious about a handful of obsessive, reckless individuals within that torrent of humanity that flowed north. I had heard their voices in memoirs, handwritten letters, or stories. Now I wanted to see and feel for myself what they had seen and felt, to help me understand why they faced such hazards. Why did they hurl themselves so far beyond the horizon’s rim?

This is the true story, taken from their own words, of six people whose paths crossed during the Gold Rush drama. Had they not made that journey, they would never have met. Woven together, their accounts show how a community develops and how history is built from the ground up. Individual stories have a psychological depth too often missing from the grand narratives of the past, where crowds are faceless and personal motives irrelevant. My six Klondikers were the selfless Jesuit Father William Judge; Belinda Mulrooney, the feisty and ruthless entrepreneur; Jack London, a tough youngster desperate to make his mark on the world; the imperious and imperial Flora Shaw, special correspondent for the Times of London; Superintendent Sam Steele of the Mounties, the barrel-chested lion of the North; and the engaging prospector Bill Haskell. Each of them sought and found riches—although not always the yellow metal itself. Bill Haskell was the first of the six to make that arduous journey. If it weren’t for men like Bill, with his incredible tenacity and hunger for adventure, the Klondike Gold Rush might never have happened.






PART 1 : COLOR AND CHAOS





CHAPTER 1

Arctic Secrets, June 1896

THE WIDE RIVER SWEPT the little boat along in its silty current. All the two men had to do was steer clear of hazards—shifting gravel bars, uprooted trees, ice cakes. A thick branch jutting out from the bank could easily catch and swamp their homemade craft. But Bill Haskell couldn’t resist glancing up from time to time.

“Mile after mile of wildest grandeur glided by like a continuous panorama,” he recalled later. It was early June now, and the days were long. Light lingered in the northern sky until after midnight. Sheer cliffs glowed yellow in the midday sunshine or deep purple in the evening shadow. Hillsides were covered in dark spruce forests or slender white birches. Snow still capped the distant mountains.

But Bill and his partner, Joe Meeker, hadn’t seen a human habitation for days, and they were intimidated by the landscape’s vastness. The beauty was suffused with menace. The hiss of the river’s sediment scraping along the side of the boat, and the harsh croaks of ravens, emphasized the eerie silence rather than broke it. Occasionally, a great bull moose would appear at the water’s edge and stare at them. When they pulled their craft onto the bank, they found fresh bear scat and the bleached bones of animals torn to pieces by wolves. At night, wolf howls prickled the hair on the back of Bill’s neck. When a sudden shower fell, the raindrops were hard, cold pellets of moisture, a stinging reminder that summer here was brief.
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The Yukon River Baslin and Its Promise of Gold

The two men exchanged hardly a word as their clumsy boat swirled erratically in the channel. Bill, a husky, blond farmboy from Vermont, let out the occasional exclamation at the sight of a golden eagle wheeling overhead or a brilliant patch of purple fireweed. Joe, a wiry Irishman from South Carolina, was not much of a talker at the best of times; he stared ahead, gripping an oar. The two Americans were tired, and too sick of each other’s company for much conversation. It had taken them three months to get here—a journey that had included avalanches, blizzards, an almost vertical climb, fierce rapids and treacherous whirlpools, and faces so swollen by insect bites that they could barely open their eyes. Now they were far, far from any civilization they would recognize. There were no cities, farms, railroads, or telegraph lines for hundreds of miles. They had almost reached the Arctic Circle.

Bill and Joe were traveling along the Yukon River, the waterway that meanders for 2,000 miles through conifers, tundra, and ice in the Far North. From the Yukon’s headwaters, only 50 miles from the Pacific coast, the river flows toward the North Pole until it is about 120 miles from the Arctic Ocean, then curves southwest to flow for another 1,200 miles through impenetrable forests and black swamps. The mosquitoes are terrible, the landscape sometimes dramatic and at other points dreary and monotonous. Finally, after slicing an immense arc through the middle of Alaska, the river trickles through the many fingers of a wide, shallow delta before reaching the salt water of the Bering Sea in the topmost corner of North America’s west coast. Covered in a layer of ice several feet thick for seven or eight months of the year, the powerful Yukon waterway is today still only half explored.

Why were Bill Haskell and Joe Meeker floating through this wilderness, their knuckles taut with fear? What hunger drove them to travel so far, and face such dangers?

Gold had enticed the two men north. In the 1890s, gold was as important as oil is today: it made the world turn. Gold was crucial for governments because every country’s currency depended on its gold holdings,  and money and credit for economic expansion rested on increasing gold supplies. And like oil today, in the second half of the nineteenth century supplies of gold seemed to be dwindling, putting a squeeze on the world’s economies. Banks were failing, breadlines lengthening.

Gold was also the basis for individual fortunes, because a prospector who struck a mother lode would never have to work again in his life. An ounce of pure gold dust (enough to fill a teaspoon) was and is worth a lot of money—nearly twenty dollars in 1896 and more than $1,000 today. Miners like Bill and Joe had been drifting into the Yukon basin for nearly twenty years, drawn by rumors of gold dust in the river’s gravel bars and nuggets in its tributaries. They arrived with their shovels, gold pans, and picks, eager to make their fortunes. There were other lures, too—the chance to conquer unknown territories, live on the frontier, escape the rules and regulations of more ordered societies. Wild-eyed and leather-skinned, muscular and pugnacious, they clung to their dreams like warriors on a crusade. By 1896, there were perhaps a thousand such adventurers in the Northwest, alongside the uncounted indigenous people, including the Tutchone, Tlingit, Inuit, Hān, and Tagish, who had made this inhospitable region their home for generations.

Gold bound Bill and Joe together. If their partnership was successful in striking gold, it would let them vault out of poverty, hunger, hopelessness and into a gleaming future. Joe clung to this vision with tight-lipped fury, refusing to speculate how he would use his wealth until he actually felt the heavy yellow dust trickle through his fingers. Easygoing Bill loved to fantasize how he would spend his precious nuggets—on a rich man’s toys like one of the new horseless carriages, or on travel to distant cities like Paris that otherwise he could never hope to see. But how long would it take to find the stuff?

Each morning on the long journey, Joe would unfold a rough map of the Yukon River to gauge their progress. Narrowing his eyes, he looked for landmarks in the vast landscape. Bill, impatient to get started, would  pile their meager possessions into the boat and slap the mosquitoes away from his puffy, sunburned face. They had already ticked off Windy Lake, Marsh Lake, the terrifying White Horse Rapids, Lake Laberge, the mouths of the Pelly, White, and Stewart rivers, and Fort Selkirk, an abandoned Hudson’s Bay Company trading post. “We stopped upon the banks but little, for the mosquitoes make camp life an excruciating experience,” Bill recorded. A couple of weeks after they had launched their clumsy craft, they saw a big white scar, left by a rock slide, on a hillside ahead of them. From their map, the men learned that this was nicknamed the Moosehide Slide because it looked like the hide of a moose stretched out to dry. Below the slide, a river gushed clear as gin into the soupy brown Yukon. The river was known as Tr’ondëk, or “Thron’diuk” as Bill spelled it. On each bank of the Tr’ondëk lay a narrow apron of flat ground, squeezed between the two rivers and a steep hillside. There was a small Indian settlement on the Tr’ondëk’s left bank, but otherwise the mudflats were covered in alder shoots cropped to waist height by moose during the winter. Bill’s trigger finger itched as he surveyed this prime hunting ground.

The Tr’ondëk was one of the favorite fishing rivers of the Hān people. Its name meant “hammer stones” because for generations Hān had hammered stakes across the mouth of the river, then slung fish traps between them to catch salmon as they swam upstream to their spawning grounds. Their leader, Chief Isaac, came with his family each spring to camp on the stream’s south bank and harvest the salmon run. From the river, Bill saw a huddle of people by huts built in the characteristic Hān style—low-slung birch constructions, roofed with canvas anchored by more birch saplings. A tall, dark man stared at them as their boat floated past. Was this the Hān chief who was well known to prospectors muscling into his territory? Chief Isaac had learned English from the newcomers, and had even allowed an American missionary to convert him to Christianity.

If Bill and Joe had steered their boat to the riverbank and stopped to  speak to the Hān families, they could have saved themselves so much trouble. But they were impatient, and had no time for people they had been raised to disparage. So what if these strangers had for generation after generation fished and hunted all over this hostile landscape, learned the migration patterns of caribou and medicinal properties of vegetation, and knew how to survive the cruel winters? So what if they were canny traders who had dominated the commerce in fox, bear, and lynx furs with the Hudson’s Bay Company for years? Even Bill’s hunger for human companionship wouldn’t persuade him to mix with the Hān. When one of the fishermen shouted at them in his own tongue, Bill hooted with derisive laughter because the Hān language sounded to his untrained ear as though the speaker was “doing his best to strangle himself with it.” He and Joe allowed the river to sweep them past the settlement.

So Bill Haskell never discovered that the people who lived here knew this river was special—that soft yellow stones glittered in the Tr’ondëk gravel. He never heard how Hān children competed to find the largest of these magic pebbles. Gold had no value for the Indians, and Bill saw no value in talking to people who understood this magnificent and mysterious land.

Besides, Bill and Joe were in a hurry: the Yukon’s dangers and loneliness had unnerved them. Bill was hungry for the company of men like himself—the tough, grizzled, backslapping prospectors in the mining camps downriver, who shared his lust for gold and contempt for anyone who didn’t speak English properly. Joe wanted to take stock of their dwindling provisions and cash. Bill would reflect a couple of years later that “but for the fact that we were now anxious to arrive at the center of the gold diggings we might have stopped a day to see what we could bag in this moose pasture.” So the two men floated past the Tr’ondëk—which the world would come to know as the Klondike—“in blissful ignorance of what lay under the tundra of its creeks.”






CHAPTER 2

Bill Haskell’s Dreams of Gold, 1889-1896

BILL HASKELL RECORDED his Klondike adventure in a memoir entitled Two Years in the Klondike and Alaskan Gold-Fields, published only two years after he first saw the Yukon River. He began his tale in an unassuming tone: “This is the plain story of one who began life in a little township of Vermont about thirty-two years ago, and who, several times during the past two years, has been dangerously near losing it in a search for gold along the glacier-bound coasts of Alaska, in the frozen regions of the Yukon, and in the rich gulches of the Klondike.”

But it was not a plain story. Bill was caught up in two extraordinary phenomena that reverberated throughout nineteenth-century America. The first was the surge of settlers who moved westward across the continent, pushing the American frontier all the way to the Pacific. The second was the obsession with gold, as a route out of cramped lives and into a fantasy of untold wealth. Bill’s subtitle was A Thrilling Narrative . . . and it was thrilling. He was born on a hardscrabble New England farm and grew up entirely ignorant of either geography or geology. Although his parents, at considerable financial sacrifice to themselves, sent him off to a good school, he showed little promise. All he knew was that he wanted something from life beyond unremitting toil on rocky fields. Yet there was more to Bill than adolescent frustration: he had imagination, and an unquenchable appetite for books about quests and exploration. His account of his months in the  North has the drama and color of the bestsellers he most likely read—W. L. Stevenson, for example, on the South Seas, or Bret Harte’s short stories about the California Gold Rush.

But first young William Haskell had to get himself out of eastern seaboard inertia. In 1889, when he was twenty-two, Bill had found himself behind the counter in a big Boston dry goods store, his fists constantly clenched with sheer boredom. “What business had I, built on Vermont lines, broad, muscular and tough—dallying behind a dry-goods counter! Stuck up in a corner like a house plant when I sighed for the free open air, the winds and the storm.” For a century, restless Americans had migrated westward. Horace Greeley, founding editor of the New York Tribune, had popularized the slogan “Go west, young man!” in 1865 and, as Bill was the first to admit, “To a spirit like mine the possibilities of the great West naturally appealed.” So with thirty dollars in his pocket, he caught a transcontinental train.

Gold fever bit when Bill reached the Rockies. Sitting in a Colorado Springs bar one day, the young New Englander heard a tale about three Frenchmen who knew nothing about prospecting. They had staked a claim on a stream bed and, according to Bill’s drinking companion, “in a few days one o’ them durn’d Frenchmen picked up a nugget wuth over six thousand.” Soon everybody at the table was trading such anecdotes. Bill listened avidly to the story of “two fellers trampin’ up the coast” who had been looking for wood for their campfire and stumbled on a lump of gold. “That lump was sold afterwards in Los Angeles for two thousand seven hundred and fifty dollars!”

Over the next few days, Bill heard plenty of such tales. One of his new friends was a veteran of the 1849 California Gold Rush, the first international mass stampede to a gold field in history. The old man grew misty eyed as he recalled how news of the strike in a creek bed in northern California had flashed along the newly invented telegraph and he had found himself one of 300,000 gold seekers, or “argonauts,” who streamed into the Sacramento valley. Others reeled off litanies of  later gold rushes, when they had been part of an army of prospectors that struggled north up the Cordillera and into Canadian territory. In 1871, the rich Cariboo District of British Columbia was explored; in 1874, gold fields were discovered in the Cassiar Mountains. Old-timers loved rehashing their tales of strikes in front of this fresh-faced youngster, with his patched pants and hands as big as hams. Inevitably, as the bottles continued to circulate, Bill’s buddies would start speculating about men who had kept going—into the basin of the Yukon River, up the creeks of distant rivers like the Lewes and the Stewart, named after long-dead Hudson’s Bay Company explorers. Some had returned with wild stories. Many others were never heard of again because they had perished on remote mountain passes, in raging torrents, or during the hideous cold of northern winters.

Bill Haskell listened to the veterans talk of the seductive glitter of gold, as their stiff, calloused fingers curled around shot glasses of cheap whiskey. He realized that it was not just gold that kept them prospecting. Most were like him—rootless men who had hated the idea of working for paltry wages in ill-lit offices, factories, or stores. Joining the rush west was a bid for freedom: a gesture of reckless self-preservation for loners desperate to escape the grinding conformity of the modern world. There was little in their lives besides the quest for gold. After a mid-century burst of prosperity and expansion, the early 1890s were years of profound cultural and economic instability in North America. Alongside technological miracles like the transcontinental railroad and the telephone were unemployment and grinding poverty. Money was in short supply, banks failed with dismal regularity, families were thrown out of their homes, and four million men drifted around the continent looking for work. Bill had seen the bleak headlines that filled every newspaper.

As the miners traded anecdotes among themselves, Bill’s eyes widened. “The effect of such conversation upon a tenderfoot with but a little silver in his pocket may be imagined.” Cheerful and enthusiastic,  he was eager to find a quest on which to focus his energies. He did not kid himself that success was a sure thing. Despite the talk of “fabulous fortunes and sudden wealth,” none of his companions had ever struck gold themselves. There was never a mention of the thousands of prospectors who came up empty handed every time. Nevertheless, he decided to learn everything he could about gold mining, from both books and practical experience. “The next day I started with a party of a dozen others on my first rush to the goldfields.”

Experienced prospectors in the party stared thoughtfully at the mountain ranges, carefully examined loose rocks, and trickled gravel through their fingers. Bill watched, then peppered them with questions until they gruffly told him to shove off. A few had torn charts and dogeared volumes of geology in their packs, which he would borrow. It was hard work, squinting at small print by the light of a campfire, but he slowly acquired some basic knowledge. He learned that there are two ways to mine gold: lode mining (sometimes known as hard rock mining) and placer mining. Bill’s companions were not interested in lode mining, since that required teams of men using expensive, heavy equipment to extract and crush the hard rock containing a vein, or lode, of gold. Bill’s crowd consisted of placer miners, whose tools were rock picks and gold pans. (A pan was a tin basin about a foot across at the bottom, with flared sides.) They were looking for alluvial gold, released from the rock in which it had been deposited by the action of wind or water. Placer gold, lying near the surface of the earth like burst sacks of spilled treasure, just needed someone to come along and gather it up. A lone man, Bill heard, could end up with a pan full of gold entirely by his own efforts. A single man could beat the odds and become a millionaire.

As Bill learned by tedious experience, a man had to know where to look. The theory was simple enough: placer gold fields occur in mountain belts, where gold-bearing rocks have been forced upward in the ancient convulsions of the earth’s surface. Placer gold might be found  along the dried-up paths of ancient waterways, or in the gravel at the edge of flowing rivers. However, there was no fixed rule about where the gold lay or why, and no reliable geological charts to help a prospector. Ancient stream beds zigzagged under running streams like a serpent wrapped around a stick. Sometimes an experienced miner could tell from instinct and experience which creek or gravel bar looked hopeful; sometimes a complete rookie might wander around and by sheer luck blunder on placer gold.

In Colorado mountain valleys, Bill watched prospectors squat in chill streams, sink a pan of gravel under a stream’s surface, and swish it around in water. Gold is heavy—nineteen times heavier than water and a lot heavier than every other mineral in a miner’s pan. Each miner prayed that a few “colors,” or gold flakes, would separate from lighter rocks such as silica, schist, and granite. The flakes would sink to the bottom of the pan; the lighter rocks would be swished out into the stream.

Panning for gold was backbreaking work and took practice. A skilled veteran could shake out more gold in a day with expert swirls than a greenhorn could collect in a week. But Bill was young, fit, and eager to learn. After about his fortieth try, he acquired the rhythm that encouraged the gold to gravitate to the pan’s bottom and the sand to spill out over the lip. He spent the next couple of years wandering over mountains, along creeks and streams, and through gulches with his pan—“an inseparable companion,” as he called it. He learned to recognize mica, galena, chalcopyrite, and gold. He taught himself to distinguish granite, sandstone, limestone, slate, serpentine, and schist, as well as talc, dolerite, dolomite, and porphyry.

From time to time, he found enough color to keep him going to the next stage: sinking a shaft through the overlay of muck, gravel, and sand toward the bedrock because the richest pans were usually closest to the bedrock. What constituted a rich pan? The rule of thumb was that with one ounce of gold worth twenty dollars, a single pan that yielded ten cents’ worth of gold showed promise. Twenty such pans, which might  take a day or two to accumulate, would yield gold to the value of two dollars. It wasn’t much, but it would have taken Bill three days to earn that amount behind the counter of the Boston dry goods store.

“It was on the whole an agreeable life,” Bill later wrote. But it was frustrating: his yields were enough to feed him but not enough to make him a rich man. Yet he had caught Prospectors’ Disease. He convinced himself that his next strike might be “the big pan-out” that would make his fortune: “Every pan of dirt is a gamble. Dame Nature is dealing the cards. Will the player make a big stake, or will he lose?”

Bill might have spent the final years of the century, and the rest of his youth, shaking pans in the Rockies were it not for an encounter in the fall of 1895. Joe Meeker, a couple of years older than Bill, was a small, dark-haired, wiry man who shared Bill’s rural background, impatience with clerking jobs, and sense of adventure. Gold was more than a dream to Joe: he was obsessed with the search for it. He had already ventured to the Far North and explored the lower reaches of the Yukon River. He described the river’s quiet beauty in summer, its ice-bound magnificence in winter, and the rumors of glittering sandbars in its tributaries. Bill could see that the North’s wild splendor and promise of hidden wealth held a strange fascination for Joe.

One night, the two men sat convivially by a campfire in the Colorado mining camp, watching the flames. Coffee was brewing in a battered enamel coffee pot; the smells of sweat and wood smoke mingled in the cooling air; overhead, stars sparkled in the clear, dark sky. Then Joe turned his face from the flames, stared intently at the broad-shouldered New Englander, and blurted out a bold suggestion. “The only place to hunt for gold now is in the upper Yukon. I believe that’s the place for us, and if we put our money together it will be enough to buy a good outfit and pay our way.” Joe explained to Bill that he had seen with his own eyes that the Yukon basin was similar to river valleys in California, Colorado, or British Columbia—rugged terrain, igneous rock formations, swift-flowing streams. But the odds of finding gold in the North, he  argued, were better than in southern latitudes. Because the ground was frozen for eight months out of twelve, the gold had been locked into the permafrost for thousands of years instead of being dispersed over a large area by running water. It was waiting for them, Joe insisted, his dark eyes fierce with conviction. Yes, reaching the frozen gold in the Yukon was one hell of a challenge. But think about it, he urged his companion. The Yukon region’s placer deposits could be thicker, richer, and purer than any of the deposits found farther south. “Color” there wouldn’t be just flakes or dust—it could be whole nuggets.

Bill hesitated. He knew nothing about the North. He was barely aware that the United States had purchased the immense terrain of Alaska from Russia in 1867. He had no idea that the headwaters of the Yukon were in Canadian, rather than American, territory. But Joe’s intensity gathered force. “There’s gold there,” he insisted, “and I know it.” His own knowledge of the vast land was hazy, but who cared? The previous winter he had heard that gold had been found on the creeks flowing into the upper Yukon and that there was a string of small mining camps along the river—Rampart City, Circle City, Eagle, Forty Mile, Fort Reliance, Sixty Mile, and Fort Selkirk. He knew that living conditions were unbelievably harsh but that the Alaska Commercial Company already had trading stations in these camps. Settlements originally established by fur traders were now supplying provisions to prospectors. Joe’s year in Alaska had convinced him, as he told Bill, that the Yukon basin would be the next eldorado.

Between them, the two men could muster about $1,500. This was a substantial sum for a couple of unskilled laborers, but it was hardly enough to cover the cost of travel, food supplies, and equipment if they headed north. It seemed madness to leave behind the congeniality of the Colorado mining camps and head off into the unknown.

But as Bill stared into the fire, a vision of gold glinting in the arctic mud exploded in his imagination. He recalled other stories of the North—the flickering mystery of the northern lights, the splendor of  snow-capped mountain ranges, the fluid magnificence of the caribou herds, and the savage claws of grizzly bears. Bill was a gold miner, but he was also a resourceful young man eager to see the world and marvel at its wonders. Colorado was crawling with old-timers; the Yukon was tomorrow’s country—the final frontier. What’s more, he trusted Joe. The southerner might be surly at times, but he was experienced and straight. What the hell! Bill leaned back, then turned to Joe with a grin. “I’ll go,” he announced cheerfully.

 

Reaching the North now consumed all Joe and Bill’s money and energy. They spent the winter of 1895-1896 in San Francisco, assembling what Joe decreed they needed for their expedition. “As our purchases were delivered, I began to get a dim realization of what Joe was preparing for,” Bill later wrote. The total outfit included not only food for a year (everything from 800 pounds of flour to 50 pounds of dried apricots, plus bacon, beans, rice, sugar, rolled oats, coffee, tea, tobacco, candles, soap, and salt) but also hardware (30 pounds of nails, two pairs of snow goggles, shovels, knives, tin plates, cooking pots), clothes (extra heavy underwear, leather-heeled wool socks, blanket-lined coats, double-breasted flannel overshirts), tents, sleeping bags, fishing lines, a medicine case, two compasses, a Yukon stove, two gold pans, and a gold scale. Bill lost count of the number of implements Joe purchased (whipsaw, crosscut saw, ripsaw, ax, long-handled shovel, spade, pick, brace and bits, chisels, hatchet, as well as 3 pounds of oakum, 5 pounds of pitch, 150 pounds of rope). He winced at the weight of it all—over one and a half tons—and gave his partner an inquiring look. “You will think it weighs five times that before you get it on the Yukon,” Joe remarked, “but it’s a mighty good outfit, and I hope we shall get it there all right.” Bill repressed his misgivings, but Joe’s next comment didn’t reassure him. “It’ll be the roughest roughing it you ever saw. But you’ve got grit, and that’s more than half.”

On March 15, 1896, the two men sailed out of San Francisco and  headed up the coast. They were bound for the little port of Dyea. An uneasy mix of excitement and apprehension filled Bill: he had never been on an ocean before, or traveled so far north. A forested coast-line shrouded in fog slipped by as the vessel made its way through the cold, gray waters. Twelve days after they had waved California goodbye, the boat nosed into the Lynn Canal, a narrow inlet walled by steep, black cliffs with jagged peaks. At the head of the inlet was Dyea’s dismal beach, onto which their possessions were abruptly dumped. Bill and Joe worked against the clock, hauling their outfit out of reach of the incoming tide. Big snowflakes started to fall, and Bill found himself pitching their tent in a foot of snow. Thanks to Joe, they were better prepared than others they had met on the steamer: “There was a noticeable change in the faces of those who were less inured to hardship.” Among them were several women, clutching valises and staring helplessly at their desolate surroundings.

From the mouth of the tent, the two men looked up at the St. Elias mountain range, which they would have to cross. The wall of mountains towered above them, sheer and intimidating. Bill searched in vain on the steep, rocky, ice-covered slopes for the sign of a pass. Occasionally, the fogs and snowstorms parted and allowed him to glimpse a trail leading almost vertically up to a slight cleft among the peaks. This was the notorious Chilkoot Trail, the first and by far the toughest section of the best-known route to the gold fields. Joe saw the dismay on his partner’s face, so quickly put Bill to work. It was impossible to haul all their supplies up the mountain in one load each, so at Dyea the two men methodically divided their supplies into eight sledloads. Then they set out, each hauling a fully loaded, clumsy wooden sled. Each would have to make the teeth-gritting, face-freezing return journey four times as they ferried their goods forward. If Bill found the trail incredibly hard going, others less brawny than he found it appalling. “Those who have not tried it can hardly imagine what it is to tramp twenty-five [sic] miles, half the way pulling four  hundred pounds, in an intermittent snow storm, over a road which, while smooth for Alaska, would be deemed almost impassable in New England.”
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As Bill and Joe discovered, a man had to be ingenious to pitch a tent on the steep slopes of the trail.

Compared to accounts of the journey to the gold fields written by subsequent stampeders, Bill did not dwell on its horrors in his memoirs. He had never been one to panic in the face of adversity. In fact, he enjoyed pitting his muscles against the hostile terrain as an occasional watery sun broke through black clouds and north winds screamed round his ears. He took the same kind of pleasure in the physical challenge as a young man or woman today takes in a solo round-the-world voyage or a rigorous climbing trip. He was still young enough to believe he was immortal; he didn’t see disaster or death lurking in every precipitous rock face or icy whiteout. There is a note of pride in his memoir as he looks back at the ordeal: “There was a novelty in the experience which was exhilarating, so that it did not fatigue us as much as it might otherwise have done.”

The first day was relatively easy: ten miles of gently rising bog and sand through a thinly wooded valley. Then the real climb began as the trail became an obstacle course of boulders, with few resting places. After a couple of miles of this, the trail leveled out again as it wound through a forest in which immense fir trees blocked the view of the sky. Soon the treeline was behind the two men, and mountain sheep and goats appeared occasionally in the distance. Bill kept his eyes on the ground as he gasped for air.

The men made four trips each to Sheep Camp, beyond which lay nothing but naked rock and vertiginous cliffs. Bill’s muscles already ached with the effort of hauling the cumbersome sled, but he knew the worst was still ahead. Sleds were useless on the final four miles. First came an incline of about eighteen degrees to a landmark known as Stone House because the huge boulders appeared to be in roughly symmetrical formation. Next came a steeper, twenty-five-degree climb to The Scales, where Tlingit porters would weigh bags to assess the cost of packing them up the final stretch. The last part of the ascent was a precipitous rise with an incline of almost forty-five degrees. This stretch has remained forever in the world’s memory, thanks to photos taken in 1897 by Seattle photographer Eric Hegg. The Hegg photos show a continuous thin, dark line of climbers, loaded with packs and bales, dark greatcoats stark against the snow-covered mountainside, stumbling up the ice like figures out of Dante’s Inferno. In 1896, there were never more than a handful of people on the trail, so Bill and Joe could go at their own pace. Nevertheless, those two well-muscled young men had to make the grueling climb from Sheep Camp to the summit a total of twenty leg-cramping, lung-bursting times each.

At Sheep Camp, the two men had repacked all their provisions into smaller bundles they could carry up on their backs, then waited for two long weeks while a snowstorm imprisoned them in their tent. How did they pass the time, as they huddled together in their canvas shelter, listening to the wind? “It was a very dreary camp during those two  weeks,” Bill recalled. Difficult as it was to climb the mountains, dread of the coming ordeal was worse. “There is nothing so hard as to keep still in these regions, especially when the mercury is far below zero.” Finally, once the blizzard abated, they set off. Often they found themselves clinging perilously to loose rocks as they pushed upward on hands and knees. The wind howled, and the rumble of avalanches was often disturbingly close. Bill did not dare look behind him. Both men suffered searing sunburns as they sweated up the rocky terrain. “My face became so swollen,” recalled Bill, “that I could hardly see out of my eyes.” For protection, they blackened their faces with burnt cork or charcoal. “We were gruesome objects with our black faces and goggles.”
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The Trail of ’98

Finally, Bill Haskell collapsed on the bleak, windswept summit of the Chilkoot Pass, 3,500 feet above sea level, with his last bundle. He was suffused with a sense of victory after such superhuman efforts. The seventeen-mile journey from Dyea to the top of the pass had taken twenty-three days. His back ached and his legs were weak with effort, but if he could hack that trail, he could take on anything. The landscape ahead was dazzling in its sparsely populated magnificence. “What a picture! It seems not of this world: it is so strange, so unique. Snow peaks and their shining glaciers!” He flung an arm round Joe’s shoulders and told him that the tramp was nothing but “a rather long and at times agreeable method of premeditated suicide.” His flippancy hid the sense of awe at the harshness of the climb they had made and the journey ahead. He decided that anybody who actually made it into the Yukon basin was going to be a pretty good fellow.

On the other side of the Chilkoot Pass was a steep, 500-foot drop to the frozen lakes below. The contrast between the partners was evident as they started downhill. Joe carefully checked their outfit and prepared to take the sled down in a controlled slide. Bill perched himself astride a bundle of their supplies, kicked off, and skidded down the slope at terrific speed, whooping as he went.

Bill Haskell took the rigors of the journey cheerfully in stride, but another side of his character emerged in his encounters with Tlingit porters. The Tlingit were an aggressive, proud, coastal people who had guarded the routes across the St. Elias Mountains for hundreds of years and prevented Russians from moving inland in the early nineteenth century. In 1880, Washington had sent a U.S. Navy warship under the command of Captain Lester A. Beardslee into the region because the American government considered Tlingit actions a threat to national interests. Beardslee had escorted a group of miners up the Lynn Canal and warned that he would turn his guns on Tlingit chiefs unless they opened the passes to American prospectors. In exchange, he agreed that the Tlingit would be engaged as local packers and that no trading would take place. The agreement enabled miners to cross the mountains to the headwaters of the Yukon, then fan out in search of gold.

It was not an altogether happy bargain. Over the previous decade, traders and prospectors had encroached on Tlingit territories, despoiled their coastal villages and fishing grounds, and disrupted their communities by taking Tlingit wives. The newcomers were a source of wealth, since they needed packers. As porters, the Tlingit displayed extraordinary strength: while southerners struggled with eighty-pound loads, the men and women who had grown up in these mountains shouldered packs weighing more than a hundred pounds. Moreover, they understood the coastal range’s weather systems, and refused to break trail when they knew a blizzard was on its way or an avalanche threatened. But the incoming miners were deaf to Tlingit wisdom because they were steeped in the assumptions of racial superiority that prevailed among non-native North Americans back then. Bill was typical in his ignorant dismissal of the porters. “These people may be interesting to ethnologists,” he declared, “and they may seem promising material for devout missionaries, but for the man who is in a hurry to get to the gold regions they are more often a hindrance than a help.”

Once over the St. Elias range, Bill and Joe had to traverse four lakes. Crater Lake and Lake Lindeman, on the far side of the Chilkoot Pass, were both still frozen, so the two men pressed north on foot, pulling heavily laden sleds. They discovered that the way to keep the wooden runners sliding easily over ice was to freeze water on them before starting. An icy wind blew down Lake Lindeman’s six-mile length, so Bill rigged up a canvas sail and off they sped, with Bill shouting, “This is sport!” More hard work lay ahead—a portage to Bennett Lake, then a thirty-four-mile tramp across the lake’s frozen surface until they reached the far shore, then across Caribou Crossing to Tagish Lake. By now it was May 1, and the big melt had begun. “I guess the worst is over for a time,” announced Joe, who decreed they would spend the next couple of weeks building a boat to take them the rest of the journey.

Several other parties had decided to do the same thing, so there was a jolly community camped by the lakeside. “We did not lack for company.” At first, Bill tried to help Joe work on their vessel, but Joe lost patience with Bill’s clumsy carpentry and happy chatter. He preferred working by himself. For the next ten days, Bill teamed up with some of the other prospectors to hunt for ptarmigan and rabbit. He tramped across spongy muskeg and over icy streams, chasing birds that were still in their winter white plumage and rabbits stringy from lack of food. “We would have lived like epicures,” he liked to joke, “if I [had] made fewer disastrous experiments in cooking.” Soon, the hairy stems of purple pasqueflowers were poking through the snow, and mountainsides were covered in forget-me-nots, Dutchman’s breeches, alpine geraniums, and harebells. The temperature rose and the days grew longer. The honking of geese heading north filled the air, and water gurgled under the moss and fell in lacy cascades from bare peaks. Joe hammered away at a sturdy, sharp-nosed, blunt-sterned little vessel, paying little heed to Bill’s exuberant tales of encounters with moose and bears. Soon it was time to move on.
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The churning waters of White Horse Rapids claimed dozens of lives during the Klondike Gold Rush.

There was still a long way to go. The men’s destination was Circle City, Alaska, 600 miles farther north, just below the point where the surging Yukon River crossed the Arctic Circle. Circle City, in the spring of 1896, was the center of the gold diggings. The men floated down the upper reaches of the Yukon River in their Tar Stater. (In a flash of patriotism, Joe had named their boat after his home state of North Carolina, a major producer of tar.) The first of many obstacles was Miles Canyon, where the river squeezed between looming granite cliffs and water poured through the rapids with a roar that could be heard for miles. Next came the notorious White Horse Rapids, where the white foam on towering waves curled like a horse’s mane. The Tar Stater was nearly swamped at several points here, and the partners then lost a large part of their supplies farther downriver, in Squaw Rapids. Even Bill’s nerve faltered as they were swept along in the heaving torrent. “Joe, we’re goners sure,” he screamed at his partner as the waters suddenly dropped nine feet, and the men shot through standing waves and dense spray. Somehow, they survived—unlike  many others. Once through, the partners hugged each other silently, in feverish relief. Then, with the resilience of youth, Bill forgot his terror. “Standing on the bank in safety, the eye is charmed by the waters that leap and foam around the highly-colored rocks. You may watch it for hours and turn away with regret.”

The river was in spring flood and Joe and Bill made rapid progress across the thirty-one-mile length of Lake Laberge, then past the mouths of numerous salmon rivers, through the surging Five Finger Rapids and the churning Rink Rapids. Where the Pelly River joined the Yukon River, they saw the tumbledown traces of Fort Selkirk, an old Hudson’s Bay Company post. By now the river was racing: it took them only a day to travel over a hundred miles to the mouth of the Stewart River, where they saw a dilapidated trading post on an island, and farther on, at Sixtymile River, a lumber mill. A few miles beyond that, they noticed on the right the big rock slide and the river they had learned was called the Tr’ondëk. Ignoring the Hān fishing village at the mouth of the Tr’ondëk, they paddled on toward Forty Mile, a trading post on the Canadian side of the Alaska-Yukon border that served trappers, prospectors, and the native communities. It had acquired its name because it was forty miles north of Fort Reliance, an abandoned trading post about six miles downriver from the mouth of the Tr’ondëk River.

For weeks, the only human habitations that Joe and Bill had seen were a scattering of wooden huts and grubby tents. Bill expected Forty Mile to be little better than Fort Selkirk—a handful of ramshackle wooden buildings with a few greasy-hatted prospectors smoking their pipes on the bench outside the store. So when the Tar Stater rounded a bend in the river and the trading post came into view, he was astonished. There had been a settlement here since coarse gold had been panned on the Fortymile River in 1886, and by now it boasted nearly a hundred log buildings, including a sawmill, a couple of bakeries, and several black-smiths’ forges, restaurants, billiard halls, saloons, dance halls, and even a large, false-fronted barn of a building that declared itself to be the  Opera House. Bill’s heart leaped. This, in his view, was “the vortex of white civilization on the Yukon.”

Forty Mile gave Bill his first taste of mining culture in the North. Some of its aspects were familiar—Colorado mining camps had boasted muddy streets lined with false-fronted saloons and bars, resounding with the squeal of fiddles and plonking notes of honky-tonk pianos. But most of Forty Mile’s residents had left the Outside, as lands to the south were known, months if not years ago, and they were much, much rougher. In the Opera House, Bill watched haggard women in grubby satin gowns perform their tired routines. The bristle-chinned miners, who had spent months in isolated mining camps near Forty Mile, loved them—and paid dearly for female company. “It is one of the peculiarities of mining regions,” mused Bill, “that much of the gold goes to those who do not dig it.”

Behind the Opera House, Bill was even more surprised to discover a small wooden chapel. At its door stood a tall, stooped, older man with little wire-framed glasses, a clean-shaven face, and a wooden cross hanging round his neck outside his thick “parky” jacket. This curious character in sealskin boots and a fur-trimmed hood was far too frail to be a prospector. A fellow miner told Bill that this was Father Judge, a Jesuit priest who had been in the North for years. The priest rarely smiled, yet he radiated a gentle benevolence that was a startling contrast to the grim resolve on the faces of most Arctic veterans. Bill, who had inherited his parents’ Presbyterian distrust of Papists, gave a polite nod to Father Judge, then quickly walked on.

It was now late June, and the creeks around Forty Mile overflowed with miners. Joe had heard rumors of new strikes near Circle City in Alaska, 170 miles farther north. Prospectors were converging on the remote trading station downstream like crows round carrion. Joe wanted to join the rush. So the two men quickly replaced the provisions they had lost in the rapids, pushed off from Forty Mile’s muddy wharf, and paddled the Tar Stater back into the Yukon’s fast-flowing current.

Circle City was an even bigger surprise than Forty Mile. The largest log city in the world, in 1896 its residents claimed that it was the Paris of the North. Its twenty-eight saloons and eight dance halls made Forty Mile look like a village. When Bill and Joe approached the Circle City wharf, they were greeted by “a cosmopolitan crowd of men and women from everywhere in North America, a sprinkling of dirty Indians, and a crowd of howling dogs.” Under the midnight sun, men hung around telling stories, playing cards, or drifting into the saloons to watch one of the burlesque shows. In the most remote region of North America was a thriving community of over a thousand people including, to Bill’s astonishment, “respectable families . . . People talked glibly of the coming metropolis of the Yukon.”

Two years later, Bill would recall Circle City with nostalgia. “No one could have imagined a livelier place of its size. Neither could anyone in the busy place anticipate that within a year it would be as dead as a door post—almost a silent city.”






CHAPTER 3

Mob Justice and Wild Dogs, June-September 1896

DURING HIS FIRST SUMMER in the North, Bill Haskell quickly learned that life there was different—very different from the humdrum predictability of his existence up to now. This was a region through which were scattered uncounted aboriginal people, about a thousand ornery prospectors scrabbling for gold and, as yet, no police forces, courts, or lawyers.

Bill’s first taste of this came when he observed a “miners’ meeting,” the informal institution through which justice was dispensed. For years, prospectors in Alaskan mining camps had organized these get-togethers when squabbles erupted. Such meetings, in this remote corner of North America, were captured in phrases the miners loved, such as “rough justice” and “brotherhood of the North.” Everybody could attend, hear each side of the story, and then vote on the outcome. But a miners’ meeting was accorded fearsome powers: it could hang a man, give him a divorce, imprison, banish, or lash him.

Bill had blundered into a miners’ meeting in Forty Mile. In his book, he vividly describes the ill-lit saloon in which it took place, and the brutal way the men spoke to each other. Most of the participants were swilling back rotgut whiskey that tasted like carbolic acid, and the air was thick with tobacco smoke and male sweat. The case involved a French Canadian known as French Joe. En route from his claim on a remote creek to the trading station, Joe had agreed to a neighbor’s  request to deliver some gold dust to a man called Dick Robinson. But when French Joe arrived in Forty Mile and presented Robinson with two ounces of gold dust, Robinson had objected that he was owed three ounces. French Joe indignantly replied, “I don’t know for dat. He gif me two hounce—der she was. Dat’s all I know.” (With his novelist’s ear, Bill delighted in catching the accents and slang his fellow prospectors used when he recorded events like this.) Robinson demanded a miners’ meeting, knowing that his burly fellow Americans would easily outnumber everybody else. Sure enough, the majority decided that French Joe probably stole the third ounce, and should therefore make it up himself, pay the costs of the meeting, and buy a round of drinks for everybody present.

Was French Joe lying? Had he stolen an ounce of gold? Bill Haskell had an innate sense of fairness and an instinctive revulsion for mob rule. The Forty Mile residents had already hanged at least two Indians, on suspicion that they had committed a murder. As the dejected and impoverished French Canadian miner left the saloon, Bill hurried to catch up with him and hear his side of the story again. It seemed to him that French Joe was a pretty straight fellow who had just tried to do a friend a favor. Their chat confirmed Bill’s suspicions and left a sour taste in his mouth. Miners’ meetings, he decided, were too easily manipulated by men who depended “less on their hands and muscles than their wits.”

Bill’s next lesson in northern living came a few days later, when he and Joe moored the Tar Stater close to the wharf at Circle City. He had already noted the packs of short-haired, ravenous dogs that roamed through northern mining camps, barking and howling: he wondered why nobody shot them. Now he learned how cunning they were. After a long night in the saloons picking up gossip about the creeks, Joe and he made their way back to their vessel. “While we were away the dogs had swum out to our boat, chewed off the rope by which it was held, and dragged it ashore. There they tore open every sack of provisions  we had . . . They had even chewed up some of the flour sacks and the dishrag, the flavor of which was undoubtedly agreeable to them.” The two men groaned as they surveyed the ransacked remnants of their supplies and calculated their losses.

Yukon old-timers had no sympathy for the mess the dogs had made of Joe’s and Bill’s outfit. It was the newcomers’ fault for not being smarter. They should have done what everybody else did—put their provisions in a cache and suspended it out of reach of the snapping jaws of the dogs. Everyone knew that a sled dog, which would generally be fed dried fish only once a day, would steal anything edible it could reach: its own leather harness, a piece of bacon out of a boiling pot of beans, a man’s hat. Sled dogs’ thievery was never held against them. Two good dogs could haul up to 600 pounds on a trail and run twenty-five miles in six hours. They might howl all night and steal food, but they could save your life. They were so precious that many owners provided their faithful animals with buckskin moccasins to prevent their paws from being ripped raw by ice. “Everyone who gets along well in Alaska,” Bill noted grimly, “must have a proper understanding of dogs.”

Joe Meeker did not want to waste a moment hanging around Circle City’s saloons. Birch Creek and its tributaries, some distance from town, were full of possibilities; Joe told Bill “that the creeks will continue to pay well for five years.” But Bill was intrigued by this booming settlement and decided to stick around and earn some money, building log cabins. Privately, he thought a few weeks away from Joe would be a relief: his partner was a fine fellow, but he was so goddamn serious. And Circle City was fun, with its lively mix of Norwegians, Swiss, French and English Canadians, Germans, Irish, Scots, French, Russians, and Americans. Despite their different backgrounds, these men shared particular characteristics—restlessness, independence, a trust in luck, and an incurable credulity. Hope and privation glued them together, and although Bill recognized they were a tough crowd, he felt at home among them.
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A log cabin was a palace for a man who had lived in a tent for months, struggling to stay fairly clean despite the mud and dirt.

So the partners separated. Joe packed up his tent, gun, and provisions and headed out of town. Bill started work for the sawmill owner and learned how to construct a log dwelling that would keep the cold out in the winter and the mosquitoes out in the summer. Soon he was stripping and notching logs, laying beams to make walls to the height of six feet, hammering wooden pegs into roof logs to support a gable four feet high, constructing a roof of split poles, and finally, covering the poles with a thick layer of earth for insulation. A cabin like this required forty-eight logs plus several sacks of moss for chinking. Properly finished, Bill liked to boast, “such a dwelling is a palace on the Yukon.” In late August, Bill Haskell decided to see how his partner was doing and take him some provisions. He had to walk close to a hundred miles, asking miners along the way if they knew where Joe Meeker had claimed, before he found the remote creek on which Joe had pitched his tent. Along the way, he passed gurgling creeks  with names like Birch, Deadwood Gulch, Miller, Eagle, Greenhorn, Preacher, and (thanks to the bones found near it) Mastodon Creek. It was hard going: the ground was either squelchy with mud or dusty with rocky boulders. The scenery was some of the least interesting of the whole river course: swampy, flat, and featureless. Bill struggled through muskeg, swatting away the whining clouds of mosquitoes that settled on his mouth, up his nose, in his hair. Relentlessly upbeat, he bragged, “I made fair time over the rough trail.”

Along the way, Bill realized that these Arctic regions had spawned a new kind of placer mining. Up here, creeks and rivers were solid ice at least half the year, and under the surface of the ground soil there was a layer of permafrost, or permanently frozen soil. The paydirt, where you might find gold, was buried deep below frozen layers of moss, decayed vegetation, clay, sand, and other muck. How could a prospector even begin to pan for gold when the ground was, in Bill’s words, “a solid, compact, adamantine mass”?

The first prospectors to reach the Yukon valley had tried to break up the ground with pickaxes, and then with dynamite. Their efforts didn’t budge the frozen earth. Then they tried lighting fires to thaw the ground, shoveling off the ashes and any melted gravel when the fire was spent, then waiting for the sun to melt the next layer. But this was still irritatingly slow, and even during the brief arctic summer, the sun’s warmth rarely penetrated much below the earth’s surface. Undeterred, the miners continued to experiment. By the time Bill strode through the diggings surrounding Circle City, they had developed open fires into a year-round process. They would pile logs where they wanted to sink shafts, light bonfires, and allow them to burn all night. The following day, prospectors could shovel out the ashes and almost a foot of thawed muck. Over each shaft, a windlass was erected with which to pull buckets of muck and gravel to the surface. Eventually, a prospector’s shaft might reach a layer of loose stones that he hoped was paydirt. He would pan a couple of shovel-loads, looking for nuggets or gold  dust. If there was nothing but gravel, he would have to start all over again on some other spot. But if there was gold, he would start digging, or “drifting,” horizontally underground, in the direction in which he hoped the pay streak went. Most men worked in pairs, with one partner below ground and one above.
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In Yukon mines, shafts did not have to be cribbed with beams and pillars because the frozen muck was hard as granite.

If the miner was lucky, as winter progressed, two large piles would slowly grow next to his shaft. One would be useless muck. The other would be the paydirt that contained gold. It was unbelievably hard, dangerous work, involving far more digging than panning. Men fell down shafts, breaking limbs, or wrecked their backs lifting heavy loads. Men working at the top of shafts, hauling up buckets of muck, were exposed to wind, snow, and cold, and risked snow blindness and frostbite. Below the surface, if a tunnel collapsed when a miner was “drifting,” he would be buried alive. There was the constant risk of asphyxiation by smoke or methane gas in the tunnels. And during the long winters, the miners  suffered all the ailments triggered by bitter cold and malnutrition—bronchitis, pneumonia, stomach flu, scurvy, diarrhea, toothache, fever, and pleurisy.

Throughout the winter, a thick pall of smoke hung in the frigid air. When miners weren’t burrowing underground or hauling up buckets, they were cutting trees for firewood. Once spring came and streams began to flow, miners would start washing out the piles of paydirt dumped to the sides of their shafts. Like hawks, they would watch for nuggets or dust, desperately hoping that the payoff would make them rich. It was an uncertain future if no gold emerged.

At Birch Creek, Bill stopped to watch some of the miners washing their paydirt. Some used rockers: wooden boxes with two filters at the bottom. The first filter, made of sheet metal, had quarter-inch holes in it; this filter separated out all but the nuggets, gold dust, and tiniest pieces of gravel. The second filter was a heavy wool blanket, which caught the gold but let the water drain. “Having put some paydirt in, with one hand the miner rocks the cradle,” explained Bill, “and with the other he pours in water . . . At intervals the blanket is taken out and washed” so the gold could be collected. This technique, Bill realized, was the cheapest method of harvesting the gold, but it was also the slowest and most labor intensive.

There was a second, faster method. Miners who could afford to buy milled lumber would build sluice boxes—a series of wooden boxes that slotted into each other like the joints of a telescope. Strips of wood known as riffle bars were placed across the bottom of the boxes, and then the sluice boxes were positioned so that the streams that came rushing down the hillsides, fed by melting snow, flowed through them. This could happen only from late June to mid-September on the Yukon, but Bill saw plenty of action as he hiked along. Miners were dumping shovel-loads of gravel into the sluice boxes, so that the water would carry away the muck while any particles of gold would sink and collect between the riffle bars.

[image: 010]

Once built, sluice boxes required less labor than panning or rocking, but tending them was still backbreaking work.

Once there was a pile-up of material behind the riffle bars, the miners would stop the flow of water for the “clean-up.” A couple of old guys had struck lucky: they bragged that they were cleaning up $1,000 of gold dust every day. They made it all sound so easy—but Bill looked at their lined faces, bloodshot eyes, and bent backs, and he knew that it wasn’t. They had only ten weeks to collect this valuable harvest, after nine harsh winter months of burning, digging, shoveling, hauling, and dumping. For years before that, these two miners had just scraped a living from one poorly producing claim after another. Now they were going to take their newfound wealth to the saloons and gaming tables of Circle City  and get themselves a good time. And chances were, mused Bill, that they would be poor men again before the onset of the next winter.

Bill delivered the provisions to Joe, who had cleared the brush off his claim and was now hell-bent on digging throughout the winter. By the spring of 1897, Joe told Bill, he, too, would have a pile of paydirt speckled with gold dust. But Bill had a hard time getting excited about the prospect. All that Joe could talk about was digging, drifting, and dirt. Bill’s spirit faltered as he noticed how Joe’s shoulders were already slumped with fatigue and the lines in his face were etched with dust. He looked at Joe’s campsite a few yards from the creek—the cramped little tent, cache of dried food hanging in a tree, litter of empty tin cans, ash-filled firepit. From where he stood, he could see only one other tent; otherwise, he thought, there was no one between him and the North Pole. In the clear, late summer air, the surrounding hills glowed green and gold with spruce and birch. All too soon, frosts would leach the color out of the scenery.

The partners couldn’t do much until the land froze again—if they started digging any earlier, the holes would just fill with water. And much as he lusted after gold, Bill still yearned to see more of this vast, mysterious terrain, which dwarfed the scattered trading posts and Indian villages. He wasn’t ready to settle down just yet. Instead, he decided to work as a deckhand on one of the handful of shallow-bottomed steam paddle-wheelers that spent each summer on the Yukon River. In the spring, the vessels started their voyage at the desolate little port of St. Michael, just north of the mouth of the Yukon River on the Bering Sea, with its stink of rotting fish and its rusty Russian cannon. The steamers carried booze, provisions, traders, and rookie miners upstream to the mining camps, and then turned round and delivered exhausted prospectors and any gold they had accumulated to the coast. The season was so short that most boats completed only two or three round trips each year.

Bill Haskell made the 2,000-mile round trip from Circle City to St. Michael and back again, and decided to stay on the paddle-steamer as it  continued upstream to Forty Mile. He arrived there in mid-September, and was taken aback. Instead of dozens of boats jostling for space to tie up at the riverbank, as there had been when he visited ten weeks earlier, there were only a couple of old wooden rafts. Nobody rushed out to greet the new arrivals. No smoke rose out of the log saloon chimneys, no music spilled out of the dance hall doors. The almost abandoned settlement looked particularly depressing under a gray sky and intermittent drizzle. There was already a chill in the air, and nighttime frosts had turned the handful of vegetable gardens into clusters of drooping, blackened plants. Most of the cabins were not just deserted: they were missing doors and walls as though they had been hastily torn apart. The settlement he had called the “vortex of white civilization on the Yukon” had become a ghost town.

Bill and the steamer captain scanned the scene and noticed one saloon where an oil lamp in the grimy window and a wisp of chimney smoke hinted at life inside. They disembarked from the steamer, walked over to it, pulled open the door, and stared at the handful of surly, red-cheeked drinkers inside the smoky room. This was not the cream of the prospecting crop. Many had homemade crutches lying on the floor next to them, others were bleary eyed, and all displayed the grim exhaustion of miners who had lost faith in Lady Luck. Harry Ash, the proprietor, greeted them laconically. “What happened?” asked Bill. Harry was soon launched on a story that centered on an intense Canadian loner called Robert Henderson and an amiable Californian called George Carmack.

Although Bill had never met Robert Henderson, he had often heard stories about the tall, lean figure with a hawk nose and burning eyes. The son of a Nova Scotian lighthouse keeper, Henderson had drifted into Alaska in 1894, after years of unsuccessful gold digging in both the southern and northern hemispheres. He spent the next two years combing the Yukon River and its tributaries for nuggets. While Bill Haskell was getting to know Alaska’s Circle City in the summer of 1896, Henderson had been exploring a series of tributaries that flowed  into the Yukon closer to its source. Henderson’s prospecting activities were financed, or “grubstaked,” as it was known in northern lingo, by another well-known figure in the North: a trader called Joseph Ladue. Bill Haskell immediately recognized Joe Ladue’s name when he heard it, and remembered his reputation for being “full of grit, industry, honesty and determination.” Ladue was a canny entrepreneur who ran the lumber mill at Sixtymile River, where he sold the staples of a miners’ life—sluice box lumber, picks and pans, and provisions. His fortune would be made if anybody found gold near his sawmill, so he was eager to see the river’s upper reaches opened up. Grubstaking Henderson could pay off for him.

With Ladue’s help, Henderson had spent months beating paths through the swamps, tangled moose pastures, rank grasses, and rock falls of the region around Indian River. He had stumbled across streams, waded through creeks, poled himself along rivers, and scrambled up and down gulches. He had endured in drafty cabins for two winters, and covered himself in bear grease against the blackfly for two springs. Indian River yielded nothing much; a tributary named Dominion Creek was equally disappointing. Looming over the area was a big hill, known as King Solomon’s Dome. One day, Henderson climbed it and just beyond the peak found an uncharted creek flowing in the opposite direction. He walked a little way along it, then bent down and collected a panful of water, swirled it, and saw color. This looked like such a good prospect that Henderson named the creek “Gold Bottom” because, he said later, “I had a daydream that when I got my shaft down to bedrock it might be like the streets of the New Jerusalem.” Within a few weeks, he had taken out $750 worth of gold—a small fortune.

Sitting in the Forty Mile bar, Bill Haskell gasped at these figures, and leaned forward to hear what came next. By late July, Harry Ash continued, Henderson’s provisions were running short. So he set off to restock in Forty Mile. Once he reached the Yukon River, Henderson had drifted along in the rapid current, rounded a bend and seen the  Hān fishing camp on the mudflat where the Tr’ondëk emptied into the river. Henderson called into the camp and found an old comrade from Californian mining days: George Washington Carmack. Carmack was what American prospectors called a “squawman.” He had taken up with a woman from the Tagish people, and spent more time with her family than with his fellow Americans. At the mouth of the Tr’ondëk, Carmack was fishing for salmon with his wife, Shaaw Tláa, known as Kate to Carmack; Kate’s brother, Keish, whom Carmack liked to call Skookum Jim; and Keish’s nephew, Káa Goox, nicknamed Tagish Charlie. They had hung their catch to dry over a smoldering fire, and the smell of dried fish, destined to be dog food, hit Henderson as he pulled up to shore.

[image: 011]

It was tough to spend a winter digging out paydirt, and even tougher if no color showed at the bottom of the pan.

The version of the Tr’ondëk strike story that Bill heard in the Forty Mile bar was the one that quickly became a Klondike legend. “It is one of the articles of the miner’s code that he shall proclaim all discoveries  made by him as soon as possible,” Bill wrote later in his memoir. Collaboration between miners was often the only way they could survive, and it might also guarantee you company on a creek. So Henderson told Carmack that he thought Gold Bottom Creek had potential. Then, with a dismissive comment to Carmack’s Tagish companions, he carried on downriver to Forty Mile. Carmack and his party decided to test out Henderson’s tip because the fishing was slow. They struggled up one of the creeks that flowed into the Tr’ondëk, then branched off across a ridge that, they assumed, divided the creek from Henderson’s Gold Bottom. There was no trail. The group forced its way across fallen trees and through impenetrable underbrush and thickets of wild raspberry bushes. “It was a rough, agonizing journey,” according to Bill’s account, “but Carmack and his Indians were hardened to such conditions.” They didn’t mind the mosquitoes or the steep climbs; they were used to having to wade up to their thighs in rushing, ice-cold water. But Carmack was not impressed by Gold Bottom, and decided to return to fishing.

On the way home, Carmack’s party passed a stream known as Rabbit Creek. As Bill heard the story, Carmack pulled out his pan and got to work on the exposed bedrock. Carmack hoped for perhaps ten cents’ worth of gold. The first panful yielded an incredible four dollars’ worth, or close to a quarter of an ounce. The find was not just miraculously rich. It was also amazingly easy to reach: a thick layer of raw gold lay between flaky slabs of schist rock, like cheese in a sandwich. “In a few moments,” Bill was told, Carmack had “panned out twelve dollars and seventy-five cents worth of gold,” including a couple of fine nuggets. Carmack had carefully tipped the nuggets and gold dust into an empty cartridge shell and whittled a piece of wood down to fit as a cork. Then he staked his claim according to the mining rules that every prospector had committed to memory. He hammered stakes into a rectangle of land 500 feet by 500 feet, then attached to one of the stakes a notice stating his name, the number of the claim, and the date of the notice: August 10, 1896. Carmack’s claim, as the first on the creek, became the  “Discovery Claim.” As the discoverer, he was entitled to another claim for himself, so he staked “No. 1 below” in his own name and “No. 2 below” for Charlie. The first claim upstream, “No. 1 above,” he gave to Jim. To ensure that they all secured their claims, they now had to get to the nearest mining recorder’s office—in this case, a new police post at Forty Mile—as fast as possible and pay $2.50 for each one.

Sitting in the dingy, half-deserted bar at Forty Mile only two months later, Bill Haskell heard how Carmack and his pals had burst into the trading post and gleefully displayed the contents of his cartridge shell. At first, they met a wall of skepticism: Carmack did not have a great reputation as a prospector, and many of the Americans distrusted a man who had “gone native,” as they called it. But the nuggets were real enough: a couple of the men described to Bill the size and weight of them. Moreover, old-timers could look at a nugget and know from its shape, color, and purity which creek it came from. Carmack’s gold came from no source they recognized. The audience stopped jeering and agreed that he had to have found them somewhere.

Was this really how the great Yukon Gold Rush started? Was George Carmack the first person to find gold on a tributary of the Klondike River? Different stories have emerged in the years since Bill Haskell sat in that Forty Mile bar and heard the account that was rapidly enshrined in Yukon folklore. Most versions propose that George Carmack was asleep when the gold was found. One aboriginal account suggests that Carmack’s Tagish relatives killed a moose in the area and saw gold glinting in a stream near the carcass. Then there is the version spread by Patsy Henderson, younger brother of Káa Goox, who years after the event told an interviewer that Skookum Jim had gone to the creek to get a drink of water, seen gold there, and called out, “George! Come down here. Bring down gold-pan and shovel.” Yet another version suggests that Carmack’s wife, Shaaw Tláa, probably made the discovery while she was rinsing dishes in the creek. The common theme to these stories is that Carmack was too lazy a fellow to have panned himself, but he  took the credit because, as he told his brother-in-law, nobody would believe a Tagish man. Shaaw Tláa, doubly disadvantaged by being both Tagish and a woman, was quickly written out of the tale. Carmack’s party had then failed to send a message to Henderson about the find because, the story went, the surly Nova Scotian had treated the Tagish people rudely.

All that Bill Haskell knew was that word of George’s fistful of gold had spread through the crowded little settlement like a forest fire a few days after the strike. Gold fever took off. Men piled into the motley flotilla of boats tied up at the riverbank and started furiously poling, paddling, or rowing upstream. “Men who had been drunk for weeks and weeks,” Bill heard, “were tumbled into the boats and taken up without any knowledge that they were travelers. One man, it was related, was so drunk that he did not realize that he had left Forty Mile until he was two-thirds of the way [to the creek]. Yet this same man is settled on one of the best claims.” Vessels that were falling apart were patched with the lumber wrenched from cabins. Three days later, there wasn’t a boat left in Forty Mile.

Bill Haskell listened to the story and scratched his beard. His first instinct was to resist the siren call of a stampede. He knew that it didn’t take much to send a bunch of prospectors chasing off into the unknown, particularly when winter loomed and they were feeling the “bluest of the blue” because they had toiled for months without making a single strike. Besides, Joe was sweating away on their claim near Circle City, and Bill was starting to feel guilty about abandoning his partner. But a couple of days after he had arrived in Forty Mile, one of the guys who had rushed upstream in the first wave of miners returned. “It’s a big thing,” he announced gleefully, as he swigged a double. “Everybody is finding big pans.” Another prospector reappeared, equally optimistic. The surface yields were so good, he said, that “if it went down it would be the biggest thing on earth.” The miners had already renamed the Tr’ondëk River “the Klondike” because they couldn’t pronounce its  Hān name properly, and Rabbit Creek “Bonanza” because they were convinced it would make their fortunes.

The enthusiasm was not universal: a couple of Yukon veterans came back in disgust, convinced it was a hullabaloo about nothing. “The valley was too wide, the willows did not lean the right way, [or] the waters did not taste right.” But skeptics were soon drowned out as yet more miners poured into Forty Mile to pick up supplies for the winter before hot-footing it back to this glittering tributary of the Tr’ondëk. The hairs on the back of Bill’s neck prickled. Maybe this was more than the usual pack hysteria. He felt himself being pulled into the frenzy. Could he afford to miss the big pan-out? “I determined that I would put out and see for myself.” His decision meant that he was among the first to join the Yukon Gold Rush—the last great gold rush in history.
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