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ABSTRACT 

The rush over the Chilkoot and White passes reached its zenith in 
the winter of 1897-98 when an unprecedented number of goldseekers 
scrambled over the mountain barrier to the Klondike. Actually a place 
in Yukon history had been secured for the Yukon Pass long before the 
gold rush. A major trade route for the Tlingit Indians, the natives 
retained control of the Chilkoot Pass until the 1880s when the 
prospecting and trading activities of the Europeans and Americans 
dictated the necessity of a short route into the Yukon. In this study I 
trace the history of the Chilkoot Pass, emphasizing its important role 
in Yukon transportation, the great rush of 1898 and the establishment of 
an administrative structure after the boom period. The Chilkoot Pass 
played a significant role in the transportation infrastructure 
throughout the southwestern Yukon that would form the basis for Yukon 
development. 

Submitted for publication 1978, by Richard J. Friesen, Historical 
Resource Consultants, London, England. 
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DISCOVERY AND EXPLORATION OF THE YUKON 

The Fur Trade 

The Russians and the Russian American Company 

The voyages and discoveries of the unfortunate Vitus Bering, a 
Danish naval explorer in the service of Imperial Russia, opened the door 
to the natural riches of North America to the Russian traders. 
Bering died during the winter of 1742 on his second voyage of discovery, 
but the return of his ship, the St. Peter, with its cargo of 
magnificent furs and tales of the bounty of fur-bearing animals on the 
islands off the North American continent was enthusiastically welcomed 
by the fur-hungry Russians. Russian fur hunters lost little time 
planning further expeditions to the new land of Alaiska (Alaska). 

Continued Russian exploration, and more importantly, the endless 
pursuit of the ever-retreating fur frontier, led the Russian hunters and 
traders through the Aleutian Islands to the Alaska Peninsula and 
southeast along the Alaskan mainland during the early 19th century. 
The search south into the islands of the Alexander Archipelago brought 
the Russians into contact with the Kolosh (Tlingit Indians), the most 
warlike and independent people the Russians had encountered in the 
eastward expansion. The Tlingit maintained a sporadic and uneasy peace 
with their newly acquired Russian trading partners - a peace that was 
marked by slaughter, rapine, retaliation and revenge on both sides. 

The establishment of New Archangel (Sitka) on Baranof Island in the 
Alexander Archipelago after 1800, its subsequent sacking by hostile 
Tlingits and its violent re-establishment by Count Baranof characterized 
the often disturbed peace. Nevertheless, Sitka developed as the 
headquarters of the Russian American Company. The trading company held 
an imperial trade monopoly over all the Russian territory in North 
America. This monopoly was renewed and maintained periodically, making 
Alaska the domain of a fur-based commercial enterprise, until its sale 
to the United States. 

Throughout the period of Russian control of Alaska, the settlements 
were invariably located on promentories near the mouths of rivers or on 
bays and generally on the extremities of the mainland, reflecting the 
pressing necessity of the maritime hunt and the native hostility. 
Relatively little attention was paid to large-scale systematic 
investigation of the interior. The Russians wanted furs and the other 
resources of Alaska were of secondary interest. Rumours of gold and 
the search for it, that would later consume Alaska and the Yukon, was 
not allowed to thwart the fur trade, although a local rush in 1850-51 to 
the Kenai Peninsula on the south coast of Alaska illustrated the 
disruptive force of a gold rush. 

While the Russians traded with many of the northwest Indian 
peoples, including the various tribes of the Tlingit Indians, there is 
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no evidence to indicate that any attempt was made to penetrate the 
interior from southeast Alaska. Ironically the Russians located their 
19th-century headquarters at Sitka less than 200 miles from the 
headwaters of the "Great River" Yukon which they called the Indian name 
Kwikhpak. The ascension of the Yukon would absorb much of their 
time and energy in later years. 

The area at the head of Lynn Canal was occupied constantly from 
1799 onward and as early as 1813 the Russians had established a trading 
post in the village of Chil'khat (Chilkat) at the foot of the Chilkat 
trail which led into the Yukon River valley. The Russians did not 
attempt to cross the mountains into British Territory or to gain access 
to the interior, but it is inconceivable that the Russian fur traders 
would have been unaware of the passes through the mountains north of 
Lynn Canal. Their Indian trading partners carried the Russian 
trade goods into the interior, exchanging them with the Indians along 
the Yukon River for the furs that were taken back to the Russians on the 
coast. In all likelihood, the Tlingit, in an attempt to safeguard their 
status as middlemen, refused access to the Russians who were content to 
have the furs brought to them, avoiding the disruption of open warfare. 

In 1832 the establishment of Mikkailovsky Redoubt or St. Michael in 
Norton Sound on the west coast of Alaska began the exploration of the 
Kwikhpak (Yukon) River. By 1839 the Russian traders had reached some 
400 miles up the Yukon and established a block house-trading post at 
Nulato. Lieutenant Lavrenity Alexkseyevich Zagoskin, under orders from 
the chief of the Russian American Company, Baron Petrovich Wrangell, 
pushed 150 miles farther up the Yukon in 1842, to a point just east of 
Ruby, Alaska. A leaking hide boat and the swiftness of the Yukon 
current forced Zagoskin to abandon his hopes of exploring the Yukon to 
its source.-3 Instead he concentrated his efforts on charting the 
lesser Kushokwin River eastward into the interior. Thus the Russians 
managed only a superficial penetration of the vast interior of Alaska. 
It would be left to the British Hudson's Bay Company and to the 
Americans to unlock the secrets of the Yukon River. 

The Tlingit Traders 

The Tlingit Indians controlled almost all of the Alaska panhandle 
and were destined to come into direct and overwhelming contact with the 
white culture. The period of contact, always marked by conflict, 
finally resulted in the devastation of the Tlingit economy. From the 
late 18th century the white incursion from the sea increased, climaxing 
100 years later in the Klondike gold rush. 

Initial reports from the European and American traders told of a 
well-developed trading structure, based on an intricate system of 
barter, among the Tlingits and their neighbours." The Indian trader 
was an important individual in the community and the various tribes did 
not hesitate to travel great distances to acquire the goods they needed. 
The Tlingit traded with the Haida Indians in the Queen Charlotte Islands 
and the Tshimsham near the Skeena River, 500 miles to the south. 

The Tlingit Indians also had a long tradition of trade with the 
Athapascan Indians who occupied the upper Yukon drainage basin. The 
precise date of the beginning of this trading relationship is not known 
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but it was well developed by the mid-18th century.'' The Chilkats 
maintained the role of dominant trading partner as well as the sole 
source of white trade goods in all dealings with the Athapascans. They 
monopolized the trade routes and blocked any contact between the 
Athapascans and the Russian, American or British traders who frequented 
the southern coast." To ensure their domination, the Chilkats 
traded far into the interior, reaching as far as the White, upper Tanana 
and the Yukon rivers and trading aggressively with the interior Indians 
whom the Tlingit considered to be uncivilized and inferior beings." 

There was a high degree of economic interdependence among the 
coastal Indians and the products secured by trade with the Athapascans 
played an essential role. The most highly desired interior goods were 
durable moose and caribou hides and placer copper for which the Tlingit 
traded fish oil, iron and shell ornaments. The appearance of the 
Russians and other white traders on the coast stimulated an increased 
trade in furs. ^ While contact between the whites and Indians in 
the interior occurred between Robert Campbell of the Hudson's Bay 
Company and the Athapascan people along the Pelly and Lewes rivers, 
these developments threatened to effect a change in the long-standing 
trade patterns. 

The Tlingits had jealously guarded their trade monopoly with the 
interior Indians against other coastal tribes and against the Russian 
encroachment from the sea. The appearance of the Hudson's Bay Company 
posed another serious breach in the security of the trading system. The 
reaction to this newest threat was violent. A band of the warlike 
Chilkat travelled inland to the confluence of the Pelly and Lewes rivers 
in the upper Yukon valley where the intruder Campbell had established 
Fort Selkirk.11 The trading post was sacked and left in ruin in 
1852. The economically tenuous operation at Fort Selkirk had received 
its death blow and was subsequently abandoned and not 
re-established.12 

The trade routes of the various Tlingit tribes were closely guarded 
by the respective tribes. The Chilkat went into the interior via the 
Chilkat Pass lying to the northwest of the Chilkat Inlet arm of Lynn 
Canal. Trie Chilkoot, on the other hand, used the shorter, steeper 
Chilkoot Pass at the head of the Taiya Inlet. Any alteration to this 
arrangement was taken very seriously and required lengthy negotiations. 
Similar formal agreements were made between the coastal Indian traders 
and their interior trading partners over patronage relationships which 
were also inflexible. 1" 

Extensive trading expeditions were taken during the winter and 
summer on a regular basis. The trails through the passes varied with 
the seasons of the year and in the winter the trail would be marked in 
the snow to allow the returning party to find its way. Trade goods were 
carried by the traders themselves or on the backs of slaves who could 
also be traded at the end of the trail, adding an air of efficiency to 
the process. After the contact, the luxury of slavery ended and the 
Tlingit had to rely upon their dogs since other draught animals were 
unavailable. 

The intricate system did not hold out long against the white 
traders and the white prospectors. Although the Tlingit were able, 
through the threat of violence, to hold the Russian traders at bay, the 
onslaught of the Hudson's Bay Company and the Americans after 1850 
destroyed the trading relationships of the Indians along the coast. 
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The reluctance of the Indians to share this knowledge of the mountain 
passes, however, delayed the movement of whites into the interior; in 
the end when all else failed, the astute Chilkat and Chilkoot would 
exact a stinging, if short lived, tribute from the heavily laden 
stampeders who rushed to the gold fields. 

The Hudson's Bay Company 

As the Russian American Company had pushed eastward in the search 
for furs, the Hudson's Bay Company had pushed westward across the entire 
North American continent toward the same end. Robert Campbell was one 
of the company's most industrious explorers on the northwest frontier of 
the company's operation. In May 1840, under instructions from Sir 
George Simpson, he set out "to discover any large river flowing 
westward." Campbell worked his way up the Liard River, crossed the 
divide between the Mackenzie and Yukon River drainage basins, and soon 
found himself on the banks of a large river tending westward. The 
location he named Pelly Banks and the river he called the Pelly after 
Sir John Henry Pelly, the London Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company. 
The explorers constructed a crude makeshift raft and floated a few miles 
down the Pelly, and it was only with great reluctance that Campbell 
turned his small party back toward Fort Frances on Frances Lake. Not 
until early in 1843 could he return to the Pelly better prepared to 
continue the exploration of the river. Some 300 miles west of Pelly 
Banks, Campbell camped at the confluence of the Pelly and another large 
river which he named for J. Lee Lewes. ^ With lowered 
spirits Campbell started the return journey but melancholy was soon 
replaced by fear and apprehension after an encounter with hostile 
Indians who shadowed the party's frantic progress back up the 
Pelly.15 

When Sir George Simpson received the news of Campbell's 
discoveries, he was enthusiastic, about the suitability of the confluence 
of the two large rivers for a new post, but in ordering Campbell to 
locate on the site, Simpson cautioned him against further exploration of 
the river to the coast. Simpson feared direct competitive contact with 
the Russians he knew were at the mouth of the Kwikhpak on the Alaskan 
coast, as Campbell's explorations had given credence to the suspicion 
that the Russians' Kwikhpak and Campbell's Pelly were of a common 
identity. lc" 

Even before Campbell was subjected to Simpson's restrictions, John 
Bell, in charge of Fort Good Hope on the Mackenzie River, was encouraged 
by the search for the "Great River" which flowed to the Pacific, and 
began an exploration of the Peel River country in 1839. His efforts 
were rewarded by the discovery of a large river which, after flowing 
northward for some distance, made a great sweep to the west. In 1844 
Bell followed the Porcupine which he named for the many bristling little 
beasts inhabiting its banks, to a river which he named the Yukon, his 
approximation of the Indian name for it.1' It was at this 
magnificent confluence, well inside Russian territory, that despite 
Simpson's earlier fears, the Hudson's Bay Company constructed Fort Yukon 
in 1845.18 The fort marked the furthest extent of Hudson's Bay 
Company exploration on the Yukon River. 
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Ironically, it was not until 1848 that Campbell finally received 
Simpson's blessings to establish a post at the confluence of the Lewes 
and Pelly rivers. On June 1, Campbell and his small party began to 
erect Fort Selkirk and in August, the new fort was visited by a band of 
20 Chilkat Indians who had come inland from Lynn Canal, arriving by way 
of the Lewes on rafts. They had come to trade with the Athabascans, and 
as Campbell was poorly supplied for his wintering needs, he could do 
little but watch as the Chilkats left with the heavy bales of furs on 
their backs. 1° 

Campbell's position regarding supplies was of great concern. 
Besides limiting his trade, the shortage had forced him to devise 
precautions should starvation threaten. His plan was to make for the 
coast on the river system into which the Lewes flowed. To this end he 
persuaded the Chilkat traders to carry a letter to Captain Dodd of the 
Hudson's Bay Company steamer the Beaver on the Pacific coast, 
designed to assure Campbell a favourable reception at the Russian 
trading posts. C1 This was in effect the first recorded white use of 
communication through the mountains to the coast, but it would be more 
than 30 years before the first white men would be allowed to walk 
unmolested through the passes. 

It was Campbell's conviction that Forts Yukon and Selkirk were on 
the same river, and after the restrictions were removed, Campbell 
continued his exploration downstream in the spring of 1851. His arrival 
at Fort Yukon proved his conjectures correct: "the Pelly & the Youcon 
were identical"*^ or at least part of the same river system. Simpson 
was duly notified of the discovery by a returning party and the link 
between the northern and southern reaches was now complete. 

The many problems relating to Fort Selkirk still remained and in 
1851 a visiting band of Chilkats was only narrowly prevented from 
ransacking the post. Their return in 1852 proved the undoing of the 
fort. The store was pillaged and the post left in ruin, and as a 
result, the company decided to abandon the site in favour of Fort 
Yukon.22 The presence of the Hudson's Bay Company on the upper 
Yukon, for which Campbell had worked so many years, was almost 
completely thwarted and even Fort Yukon would be abandoned in 1868 when 
it was determined that it was well within the boundaries of the newly 
acquired United States possession. -> 

Early Prospectors Open the Country 

Rumours of gold had always plagued the Russians in their 
fur-trading efforts. The Hudson's Bay men had noticed gold. Campbell 
mentioned finding traces of it at Fort Selkirk, but no action 
followed. ^ Likewise, a Hudson's Bay Company clerk at Fort Yukon, in 
a letter to his parents in Toronto some years later wrote 

...There is a small river not far from here that the 
minister, the Rev. McDonald, saw so much gold on a year 
or two ago that he could have gathered it with a spoon. 
I have often wished to go, but can never find the time. 
Should I find gold in paying quantities I may turn 
gold-digger, but this is merely a last resort when I can 
do no better.25 
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Such was the attitude of the fur traders who formed the advancing 
frontier of exploration in the country of the Yukon River. But there 
were others less concerned with furs and geographic knowledge, more 
mercenary perhaps, but with the same dogged determination for 
exploration that characterized the restless Robert Campbell. 

In 1872 Arthur Harper, an unsuccessful veteran of several of the 
diggings in California and British Columbia, was drawn to the Yukon in 
his search for gold. His explorations took him from the Peace River to 
Fort Simpson where he entered the Yukon on the Hudson's Bay Company 
route via the Rat, Peel and Porcupine rivers. Prospects were promising 
for Harper but the real find eluded him and his search was temporarily 
distracted at Fort Yukon by specimens of native copper.26 

Meanwhile, two prospectors whom Harper had met at Nelson Forks had 
been trading, rather than prospecting, above Fort Yukon. In the spring 
of 1873, the two prospectors, Leroy McQuesten and Albert Mayo, along 
with Harper and a few others, descended the Yukon to St. Michael. 
Returning with fresh supplies, McQuesten, as an agent for the Alaska 
Commercial Company, established a new trading post which he named Fort 
Reliance. The new post was only six miles from the Klondike River which 
would eventually prove to be a mecca for thousands of goldseekers. ' 

Harper re-supplied and continued his prospecting activities in the 
Yukon Basin, eventually throwing in his lot with the traders and giving 
up the full time search for gold. The stage was slowly being set for 
the grand entrance of the thousands. With the establishment of trading 
posts, the prospectors could now garner supplies from the fur traders 
store, albeit meager. The small steamer lunon^ the first on the 
mighty river, made its sometimes yearly supply trip up the Yukon River 
to supply the new post and the transient population to the coast with 
furs. An aura of reliability in provisioning surrounded the advent of 
this service which allowed a more concentrated effort by the 
prospectors. 

Harper, McQuesten and Mayo continued to season their trading 
activities with sporadic prospecting trips and although Harper never 
made the big strike which he sought so diligently, his small successes 
did indicate a distribution of placer gold throughout the Yukon Basin. 
While wandering about the vast river system, both McQuesten and Harper 
continued to write enthusiastically of the prospects of the northern 
frontier in their many letters to friends on the "outside." Some of 
these letters reached the miners at Sitka who were prevented from 
entering the Territory only by the presence of hostile Indians who still 
guarded the passes into the interior from the head of Lynn Canal. 

About the same time Harper and McQuesten were finding their way 
into the northeastern Yukon, Henry Tilbert and his partner were moving 
into the Cassiar district. In 1871 they found gold on the Liard River. 
Two years later Tilbert found gold in abundance on a creek that flowed 
in the north end of Dease Lake and which was named in his honour. By 
1874, 1500 men were swarming over the Dease Lake area, and later that 
same year, gold was found on McDame Creek further to the north. In 1874 
the total production of the Cassiar district was $1,000,000 while in 
1875 it began to wane, amounting to $800,000 and would continue to 
decline. The short-lived Cassiar gold rush was over.2° 

The miners who continued to arrive in the Cassiar left as quickly, 
finding that the reports circulating on the outside were exaggerated and 
outdated. Through the last half of the 1870s, they sought gold in the 
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multitude of creeks that drained northern British Columbia and the 
Alaska Panhandle. Sitka became the base of operations where men 
wintered and re-outfitted for the spring ventures. The Cassiar had 
become just one more in the chain of rushes that had led men northward 
from the gold fields of California since 1849. 

These disgruntled miners congregated periodically in the rumour-
infested saloons in Sitka where they eagerly received the optimistic 
musings filtering out of the Yukon from Harper and IlcQuesten. 
As yet the only white man to have made any use of the mountain passes 
was the Hudson's Bay Company's Robert Campbell. In the summer of 1848 
he had sent a letter via the Chilkat traders over the route, but no 
white man had yet been allowed to climb the trail.29 

Sometime between 1875 and 1878 a little known prospector named 
George Holt climbed the steep, boulder-strewn slope over the Chilkoot 
Pass, becoming perhaps the first white man to cross into the interior 
from the Lynn Canal tidewater. Holt apparently returned to Sitka the 
same way, managing to evade the Indian protectors for a second time. In 
Sitka, Holt displayed some small nuggets he claimed to have found on the 
other side of the mountains. Apparently his trip had taken him as far 
as Marsh Lake (as yet unnamed) and the Hotalinqua or Tes-lin-too River, 
but subsequent searchers could not find the source of his gold and Holt 
was killed by Indians in Alaska before anyone could extract the 
information from him. u 

Encouraged by Holt's embroidered tales, George Pilz led a group of 
men to the Chilkoot in 1878, but was forced to abandon his attempt to 
reach the upper Yukon by the hostile and now vigilant Indians who 
maintained their hold on the route. Then in September 1879, Captain 
L.A. Beardslee, Commander of the United States Navy's ship 
t/ouneetoun a n a Senior Representative of the United States Government 
in Alaska, reported a number of events that were to change the pattern 
of access to the Yukon valley: 

...About the 25th of September news was brought by Indian 
canoes that there had been a big fight up in the Chilkat 
country, between two families of the Chilkats, viz, the 
Klockwatories (warriors) and the Onoochtades, and that 
the chief of the former, Klotz-kutch [sic] (who is head 
chief of the tribe), was seriously wounded, and that a 
number on both sides had been killed; the inciting cause 
having been a barrel of molasses with which Klotz-kutch 
had given a pot-a-lach.-^l 

Considering the Indian disturbances a threat to American interests in 
that region, Beardslee sent a party of 30 friendly Indians led by Dick 
and Sitka Jack, two Indian constables from Sitka, to the "Chilkat 
country." The party's task was twofold. They were to mollify the 
rebellious Indians as a favour to the wounded Klotz-Kutch who, it was 
hoped, would gratefully grant concessions for the passage of white 
traders and miners into the interior. Beardslee's message to Klotz-
Kutch emphasized the gold potential of the country, which he assured the 
chief would enrich the Indians as well as the white miners. His efforts 
were generated by the fear that failing the success of the peaceful 
negotiations, the miners themselves would force their way through the 
pass, resulting in uncontrollable complications.32 
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In February 1880 the Indian policing party returned to Sitka with 
an invitation from Klotz-Kutch. The miners lost no time in preparing 
for the expedition. The necessary vessels were constructed for the 
journey and the group of 19 miners led by Edmund Bean pledged to act as 
"sober, reasonable men," refraining from all trade of spirituous liquor 
to the Indians. The five small boats set sail up Lynn Canal on May 20, 
1880. The accompanying naval escort consisted of 13 sailors and two 
Indian constables commanded by Lieutenant McClelland. In addition to 
small arms for each of the escort party, the force was equipped with the 
"Gatling gun" should the employment of "gunboat diplomacy" prove 
necessary. 

This formidable force proceeded to Pyramid Harbour where 
arrangements were made for a meeting with the Chilkat chiefs. 

A general talk then ensued, the miners offering fair 
wages, and an arrangement was made by which the Indians 
were to pack some of the goods across the land to the 
Chilkat Inlet, instead of up the Chilkat Fiver and across 
the divide by that way. Having finished everything 
satisfactorily and the best of feelings seeming between 
the miners and the Indians,...I bid farewell to the 
miners, and wishing them luck in their search for gold, 
proceeded... " 

Beardlsee next heard of the Bean party from an Indian messenger who 
reported that the party had reached the headwaters of the Yukon and were 
busily engaged building boats on the shores of "a lake" for the 
continuation of their journey down the Yukon. -" 

The Edmund Bean party was the first large contingent to have 
crossed the Chilkoot. The miners spent less than one month on the 
shores of "the lake" (apparently Lake Lindeman) and on July 4, 1880, 
they began their descent of the river system. The small knot of men, 
typical of a group of individualistic propsectors, soon parted, going 
their separate ways. Three of the men became the first to run the 
white-water complex later known as Miles Canyon and White Horse Rapids, 
but the majority of them reached the Teslin River and ascended it, where 
they found encouraging traces of gold. Two other men entered the Yukon 
on the heels of the Bean party, but it is not known how many of the 
other miners in Sitka followed them.-" The men invariably left the 
country early to avoid being caught by winter storms. 

The following year, two of the miners who had accompanied Bean 
returned with two other miners. They reached the Big Salmon River 
finding flecks of gold called "colours" along the entire 200-mile ascent 
as well as gold in paying quantities on some of the sand bars. Despite 
the previous prospects in the district, George Mercer Dawson later 
considered these finds to be the first discoveries of "paying placers" 
in the Yukon.36 

In 1882 miners wintering at Juneau, a new mining town which had 
replaced Sitka as the miners' headquarters, again prepared to ascend the 
Chilkoot, spurred on by the discoveries of the previous season. 
Probably 20 or more men crossed the Chilkoot to the upper Yukon River 
that year." Prospectors spread out, working the Pelly River for 
the first time.3° That year miners found their way down the Yukon 
to McQuesten's Fort Reliance for the first time, extending the route 
through the Chilkoot to the lower river. To the lonely trader's great 
joy, 12 miners decided for the first time to winter over instead of 


