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Abstract 
This paper examines the development of the Yukon transportation 
system from the early 1840s to the 1960s within the context of 
contemporary economic conditions. It describes the limitations 
imposed by geography on the economic development of the Yu­
kon as well as those development problems peculiar to regions 
that are dependent on the exploitation of nonrenewable re­
sources, and explores the extent to which transportation has pro­
vided solutions to these problems. It also discusses the roles 
played by individuals, companies and governments in the devel­
opment of various forms of transportation and various traffic 
routes. 

Submitted for publication 1972, by Gordon Bennett, National His­
toric Parks and Sites Branch, Ottawa. 
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Introduction 
From the inception of the fur trade in the early 1840s to the pres­
ent predominance of base-metal mining, the Yukon economy has 
depended on the exploitation of a staple resource. The extent of 
this dependence has been exaggerated because, unlike other 
more familiar staple-producing regions, the absence of arable 
land precluded a comprehensive subsistence economy. Given 
the relationship between staple economies and transportation as 
well as the Yukon's traditional isolation from metropolitan centres, 
it is hardly surprising that the demand for transportation in the Yu­
kon has always been intense.1 

The primary importance of transportation has long been appre­
ciated by observers of the northern scene.2 One writer has even 
gone so far as to assert that "the whole history of the North has 
been bound up with the solution of the transportation problem."3 

Even during the precontact period, when hunting and fishing 
comprised the sole forms of economic activity, the quality of na­
tive life was in large part determined by transportation. 

This study will primarily be concerned with the history of trans­
portation routes and forms as they evolved in the Yukon Territory. 
As Harold Adams Innis suggested in 1938, however, the study of 
transportation can have a much broader application, impinging 
on the great questions of social and political life as surely as on 
the problems of national economy.4 It is hoped that this paper will 
demonstrate that transportation routes and forms not only func­
tioned as carriers of men and materials, but also played a critical 
role in defining the nature and course of development of the 
territory. 

The Pattern Emerges 

I 
The Yukon is a land of paradox: richly endowed and barren, en­
ticing and forbidding. To some it conjures visions of treasure un­
tapped, a promise unfulfilled and a future still to be realized; to 
others it symbolizes nothing more than the "land that God gave 
Cain." Ironically, neither view is without validity, for what nature 
bestowed in munificence, geography conspired to make 
inaccessible. 

Situated in the northwest corner of North America and sepa­
rated by an ice-packed ocean, two seas and a difficult overland 
and river route from Europe, the Yukon remained untouched by 
European expansion until the mid-19th century. Surrounded by a 
series of geographical barriers: the St. Elias Mountains and the 
northern Cordilleras on the southwest, the Cassiar and Rocky 
mountains to the south, the Mackenzie Mountains on the east and 
the Arctic Ocean to the north, the Yukon presented a formidable 
prospect. For centuries these natural obstacles effectively pre­
cluded immigration to the interior. Only the Yukon River, which 
rises 15 miles from the Pacific Ocean in northern British Columbia 
and runs two thousand miles through the Yukon and Alaska to 
the Bering Sea, offered relatively easy entry; yet even this fissure 
was a grudging concession, for the climate ensured that the river 
would be closed to navigation for almost eight months of the year 
and semiaridity helped to ensure that the river would always be 
shallow during the open season of navigation. The low tempera­
tures and light precipitation were to make husbandry unfeasible. 
Finally, most of the region escaped the scourge of glaciation, a 
fact that for centuries preserved the ramparts and protected the 
resources from man. 

II 
The white man was not the first to pierce the Yukon's natural de­
fences. The Indian preceded him by thousands of years, by way 
of the land bridge that then permitted migration across the Bering 
Strait.1 Little is known of these Indians and their way of life before 
the arrival of the whites. After contact had been established, na­
tive culture was evaluated from a technological perspective and 
judged primitive. "Civilization," as understood by the early ex­
plorers and traders at least, was unknown to the Indian. While it is 
undeniable that the apparent simplicity of native culture was in 
some measure shaped by geography and climate, these factors 
were not primary for the white man ultimately shared the same re­
gion under the same conditions and, if his culture was at best that 
of the frontier, it was nonetheless technologically more advanced. 
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1, 2 Two types of canoes employed by 
Indians of the Fort Selkirk area. 
(Frederick Schwatka, Along Alaska s 
Great River [New York: Cassell S 
Company (1885)], pp. 221, 253.) 
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3 A sled used by the Indians of the 
lower Yukon River. (IV.H. Dall, The 
Yukon Territory [London: Downey, 
1898], p. 166.) 

4, 5 Various types of northern snow-
shoes. 4, A is an Eskimo or Inuit type. 
Except for the interstices and flat sur­
face, it is similar in design and size to 
B, the Hudson's Bay Company snow-
shoe. C and D, approximately twice as 
long as A and B, were used by the In-

galik and Kutchin Indians respectively, 
of the lower Yukon. (W.H. Dall, The 
Yukon Territory [London: Downey, 
1898], p. 190.) 5, The broader of the 
too Chilkat snowshoes was used for 
packing supplies; the narrower, for 
hunting. (Frederick Schwatka, Along 

Alaska's Great River [New York: Cassel 
& Company (1885)], p. 87.) 
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What distinguished the culture of the Russian and the European 
in the North from that of the indigenous peoples were certain val­
ues on the one hand and on the other the existence of a transpor­
tation system which made possible provisioning and supply, as 
well as communication, with the outside. 

The distinction between a transportation system and the modes 
of transportation is important. A comparison of the forms of trans­
portation used by both the Indians and the whites in the Yukon, at 
least until the introduction of steamboats on the Yukon River, re­
veals that both were similar. Like the whites, the Indians were de­
pendent on the river during the summer months. With bark ca­
noes, which provided the principal means of travel, the Indians 
enjoyed sufficient mobility to sustain their existence. Built by the 
women of each tribe, who stretched the bark over wooden frames 
and pitched the joints to make them waterproof, these canoes 
were propelled by either paddles or a pole.2 In winter transporta­
tion was by dog sled, toboggan or snowshoe. The sleds and to­
boggans were made of birch, the various components being 
lashed together with leather thongs. No nails or wooden pegs 
were used. The sleds were fitted with thin, broad runners de­
signed to bend with the declivities of the snow. The runners, in 
turn, were shod with a thin veneer of bone and iced to reduce 
surface friction. The Indian sleds were light and fast and capable 
of carrying heavy loads over smooth ice. To assist the dogs pull­
ing the sleds, the Indians generally preceded them and broke trail 
with their snowshoes.3 

The climate established a seasonal pattern of transportation in 
the Yukon characterized by the alternating use of water and over­
land forms of travel that was to persist until the early 1950s. The 
effects of this dependence on the climate and the rhythm to exist­
ence which it produced were to have a marked influence on the 
history of the area. 

Ill 
The first whites to enter Alaska were the Russians. Though they 
never pushed far enough into the interior to cross the boundary 
that separated the Yukon from Alaska,4 they did establish a gate­
way to the Yukon which was to be of vital importance throughout 
the 19th century. That gateway was the Yukon River, via the port 
of Saint Michael, 70 miles north of the mouth of the Yukon. The 
Russians came in search of furs and in the process established a 
commercial empire in Alaska with a feudal society.5 The Russian 
monopoly went unchallenged until the late 1830s and the 1840s 
when the Hudson's Bay Company, pursuing a policy of westward 
expansion after their union with the North West Company in 1821 
and making use of a series of posts on the Mackenzie River, 

broke through the barriers which had theretofore isolated the Yu­
kon from British commerce. 

The fur trade, the magnet which drew the white men into the 
Northwest, hinged on two factors: the existence of fur-bearing ani­
mals and a network of water routes for transportation. The de­
pendence of the fur trade on the water routes was critical since 
these routes made the Hudson Bay Company's penetration possi­
ble and prospective trading-post sites were chosen "largely on 
the requirements of water transportation." Dependence on water 
travel survived long after the Company had withdrawn from the 
Yukon; in fact, it characterized transportation in the Yukon until 
the 1950s when the last sternwheeler on the Yukon River was fi­
nally beached. 

The Hudson's Bay Company broke through the natural barriers 
that separated the Yukon from the Mackenzie District in a pincer 
movement, using the Mackenzie River as the source for all explor­
ation west. In 1840 Robert Campbell was commissioned by the 
Company "to explore the north branch of the Liard to its source 
and to cross the height-of-land in search of any river flowing to 
the westward."7 In May of the same year, Campbell and a party of 
seven set out from Fort Halkett on the Liard and followed that river 
to its junction with the Dease. From there Campbell swung north 
to Frances River and on to a mountain lake, which he named 
Frances in honour of Lady Simpson. Beyond the lake he entered 
the Finlayson River, reached Finlayson Lake and portaged to an­
other river which he called the Pelly, after the governor of the 
Hudson's Bay Company. He then retraced his movements and re­
joined the main party at Finlayson Lake.8 Two years later, in 1842, 
Campbell established the first Hudson's Bay Company post in the 
Yukon at Frances Lake.9 During the next six years Campbell 
opened up the southeastern section of the Yukon for the Compa­
ny, establishing another site at Pelly Banks, and explored the Pel­
ly, Lewes and Yukon rivers. In 1848 he built Fort Selkirk at the 
confluence of the Yukon and the Pelly.10 

In the meantime, traders of the Company had been active in ex­
tending the trade to the northern portion of the Yukon using the 
Porcupine River. John Bell, a chief trader, who had built Fort 
McPherson in the North West Territory in 1840, discovered the 
Rat River and explored the Porcupine to its mouth in 1842. In 
1847 Alexander Murray was commissioned to establish a post at 
the confluence of the Porcupine and the Yukon. Leaving Fort 
McPherson in July of 1847, he proceeded to La Pierre's House 
where he embarked in the Pioneerto the mouth of the Porcupine. 
At the mouth of the latter river he selected a site for a trading post 
and build Fort Yukon.11 Though located in Russian America (later 
Alaska) just a few miles to the west of British territory, the com-
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6 Routes to the interior. (Map by S. 
Epps.) 
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7 Fort Yukon, June 1867. The fort stock­
ade, not shown, was later used as fuel 
for steamers on the Yukon. (W.H. Dall, 
The Yukon Territory [London: Downey, 
1898], facing p. 103.) 
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mercial advantage of locating at the junction of the Porcupine 
and the Yukon outweighed diplomatic considerations in this re­
mote area and Fort Yukon become the focal point for the 
Company's dealings in the northern Yukon. 

By 1847 the Hudson's Bay Company had established two 
water routes to the Yukon from the Mackenzie River. In 1851 
Robert Campbell made his historic trip from Fort Selkirk down the 
Yukon River to Fort Yukon, thereby establishing that the Yukon 
and the Pelly were on the same watercourse.12 This discovery 
was of great significance. Posts in the southern Yukon had al­
ways been difficult to provision owing to dangerous travelling 
conditions on the Liard. With the discovery that the Pelly and the 
Yukon were on the same watercourse, the Liard route was aban­
doned in favour of the Porcupine.13 From 1852 until 1869, when 
the Hudson's Bay Company was expelled from Fort Yukon by the 
United States government, the Porcupine was the main gateway 
to the Yukon interior.14 

The pursuit of the fur trade in the Yukon by the Hudson's Bay 
Company was at best a marginal enterprise. The limitations of the 
transportation system and the resulting high costs were factors 
that the Company was never able to overcome. These difficulties 
were exacerbated by the Indians' hostility to white incursion, a 
prime example of which was the destruction of Fort Selkirk by the 
Chilkats in 1852. However, occasional manifestations of open 
hostility by the Indians was secondary and in the case of Fort Sel­
kirk, possibly a consequence of the inadequacy of a transporta­
tion system that made it difficult to supply the fort and which only 
served to entice the Chilkats to take strong measures to regain 
their historic monopoly over the trade of the southern interior. 
Within the Company itself there had been a continuing debate 
over the profitability of the Yukon trade. In arguing for the aban­
donment of the southern posts, one chief factor noted that losses 
were incurred from 1848 to 1850 at the Frances Lake, Pelly 
Banks and Fort Selkirk posts and that during its last year of opera­
tion (1851 ) Fort Selkirk showed a loss again.15 

An examination of the transportation problems that plagued the 
Hudson's Bay Company illustrates the impossibility of conducting 
the Yukon fur trade on a profitable basis from the East. According 
to Innis, sleds employed by the Company in the Yukon were 
smaller than those used elsewhere with the result that furs had to 
be packed in smaller bundles.16 The isolation of the Yukon posts 
made provisioning difficult and response to changing Indian trade 
demands almost impossible. George M. Dawson, chief dominion 
geologist, later noted that it had taken seven years for the returns 
from Forts Yukon and Selkirk to reach the market. The course of 
trade was as follows: 

Goods.- 1st year, reach York Factory; 2nd year, Norway House; 
3rd year, Peel River, and were hauled during the winter across 
the mountains to La Pierre's House; 4th year, reach Fort Yukon. 
Returns. - 5th year, reach La Pierre's House and are hauled 
across to Peel River; 6th year, reach depot at Fort Simpson; 7th 
year, reach market}1 

As a result, the Company was forced to restrict the Yukon trade to 
furs of high value, a fact which adversely affected its competitive 
position with the Russians.18 

With the expulsion of the Hudson's Bay Company from Fort Yu­
kon in 1869, a phase of transportation history in the Yukon 
closed. During this phase two river routes had been opened up to 
the Yukon interior. Neither was to be of lasting significance. The 
very nature of the fur trade as practised by the Hudson's Bay 
Company discouraged settlement and with it the introduction of 
more highly developed transportation forms.19 The Company had 
employed the same conveyances as the natives, with minor modi­
fications. Of these the "Hudson Bay Sled" and snowshoe were 
the most important. The former was, in fact, a toboggan nine feet 
long made from three birch planks held together by crosspieces. 
The load was carried in a large moose-skin bag lashed to the 
sled. The toboggan style was adopted because it was more suita­
ble for carrying heavy loads than the conventional sled. Neverthe­
less, this adaptation in favour of carrying capacity necessitated 
the sacrifice of several useful features common to the more con­
ventional style of sled. As a result, the Hudson Bay sled was hard 
to guide, difficult to take up a hill and practically impossible to 
keep on the trail when travelling along a hillside. Because the 
floor of the sled rode close to the surface, the load was subject to 
water and snow damage. Progress was slow unless travelling 
over hard-packed snow. With this in mind, the Company designed 
a special snowshoe for trail use. This snowshoe had a packing ef­
fect which facilitated the movement of the sled. The Hudson Bay 
snowshoe was small, 30 inches being the regulation length. It was 
pointed at both ends, the front being curved upward and fitted 
with a knob to break the crust. For other types of winter activity 
such as hunting, the traders used a larger snowshoe modelled 
after the "Kutchin" Indian style.20 Only at Fort Yukon, where two 
boats, 30 feet 8 inches long with 9-foot beams, were built in 1848, 
was any attempt made to introduce boats and these were limited 
to the movement of goods on the Porcupine River to La Pierre's 
House.21 
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8, 9 Two versions of a Hudson's Bay 
Company sled. Figure 8 appears to be 
a more accurate rendering of the sled. 
(W.H. Dall, The Yukon Territory 
[London: Downey, 1898], p. 165: Fred­
erick Whymper, Travel and Adventure 

in the Territory of Alaska [London: 
John Murray, 1868], p. 230.) 
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