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Abstract 

This report follows the story of banking in Dawson from 

its inception in 189 8 to the present, treating concurrently 

the premises, personnel and operations of Dawson's two 

banks, with some background material on the absorption 

of the Bank of British North America by the Bank of 

Montreal, and the foundation of the Bank of Canada. 

The account is set on what truly has been termed Canada's 

last frontier. 



On the Trail of Ninety-Eight 

In the midst of the first phrenetic wave of stampeders 

Eldorado-bound in the spring of 189 8 were the advance parties 

of the Canadian Bank of Commerce and the Bank of British' 

North America dispatched to the Klondike to open branches in 

the mushrooming mining camp, Dawson City, for a brief span the 

largest Canadian community west of Winnipeg. The sprawling 

boom-town, made up of faLse-fronted frame shops, offices, 

dance-halls and hotels and log cabins with mud roofs, on a 

swampy flat at the confluence of the Klondike and the 

Yukon rivers within two hundred miles of the Arctic Circle, 

was to have the services of two banks at the height of the 

celebrated Yukon gold-rush and for some years thereafter. 

With the going out of the ice on the Yukon three-quarters 

of a century ago, Dawson City, hub of the Klondike, acquired, 

in addition to the two banks, two newspapers. There is a 

striking congruency in the opening of these competitive 

enterprises in this remote region which had become, almost 

overnight, a household word around the world. Both the Bank 

of British North America and the Klondike Nugget set out to 

beat their respective competitors to the scene, and as it 

happened, both were less amply equipped to open business than 

their somewhat more tardy competition; particularly was this 

the case with the two banks. The Nugget brought out its first 

edition, little more than a broadsheet for which the editor 

had borrowed a typewriter, on 2 7 May 1898, whereas the aptly 



named Yukon Midnight Sun followed on the 11 June with a first 

edition from a proper printing press. The advance party dis­

patched by the Bank of British North America were under orders 

to see to it that they set up shop before the Commerce. As 

David Doig, then the assistant manager recalled, "As it was the 

desire of the Bank to be the first in the field, our instruct­

ions were to spare no expense in reaching our destination as 

soon as possible." So it was that the Bank of British North 

America opened for business, in a tent, on 19 May 1898, whereas 

it was 15 June before the Bank of Commerce opened its doors, 

nearly a month later. The Canadian Bank of Commerce, however, 

had brought a complete assay plant with them, and so had a 

monopoly of this business for two whole months, North America's 

plant not arriving until 15 August. The Commerce too had 

undertaken the venture at the request of the Canadian government 

and was to act as its agent in the transaction of government 

business in Dawson just as the Yukon Sun became the official 

organ for the territorial government. The two banks, however, 

were to have a much longer lease on life than the Klondike's 

two pioneer newspapers, neither of which survived for many years 

after the turn of the century. 

The Canadian Bank of Commerce was a Toronto institution, 

founded 15 May 186 7. The original charter was granted to 

William Cayley, under title the Bank of Canada, but was left 

in abeyance for want of funds. Then a number of influential 

financiers, led by William McMaster, bought the charter and 

established the bank, which began a period of rapid expansion 
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as early as 1870, with the opening of a Montreal branch, and 

the purchase of the assets of the Gore Bank. In 1872 the 

Commerce opened a New York office and three years later a 

Chicago branch. But until 189 3 the Commerce was confined to 

the east; that year they opened a Winnipeg office. At the 

turn of the century the Bank of Commerce absorbed the Bank 

of British Columbia, which gave them a firm foothold on the 

coast. 

The Commerce's competitor in the Klondike was an English 

foundation, the Bank of British North America, founded in 

18 36 by a group of London capitalists, with head office at 

5 Gracechurch Street, in the City of London. Prom 1836 to 

1840 the Bank of British North America opened offices in the 

Canadas, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Newfoundland. In 

1840 the bank received a royal charter, and that year was 

credited with having the largest paid-up capital of any bank 

in British North America. In 1862 the bank extended its 

business to the Pacific coast. After Confederation the Bank 

of British North America was outstripped by several Canadian-

based competitors, but survived until taken over by the Bank 

of Montreal late in 1918. It was this bank, with its head 

office and board of directors in the empire's capital, which 

elected to hoof it into the Klondike on the heels of the 

first ragged stampeders, to provide the fabulous and lusty 

town nigh the Circle with its first banking facilities. 

The Canadian Bank of Commerce had first been approached 
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by one of the large t rading companies to open a branch at 

Fort Cudahy on the lower Yukon as early as 1890, but the 

cautious Toronto d i r e c t o r s , learning tha t the remote terri tory-

was a howling wilderness , with nei ther po l ice , cour t s , 

telegraph nor regular mail serv ice , declined the i n v i t a t i o n . 

But with the e l ec t r i fy ing news of a rich gold s t r i k e in the 

far Klondike, which made headlines a l l over the world with 

the docking of the steamer Excelsior at San Francisco on 

15 July 189 7, the Commerce d i rec tors quickly reconsidered the 

decision to keep c lear of the t e r r i t o r y . 

The f i r s t intimation of the role for which the Canadian 

government was cast ing the Canadian Bank of Commerce (to the 

chagrin of i t s competitors) appears in a l e t t e r wri t ten by a 

correspondent in England to J.M. Courtney, deputy-minister of 

Finance, 1 December 1897: 

What about banking in Dawson, I see tha t Mr. 

Sifton had something to say on the subject 

recently & made some promises as to what 

the Govt. wd. be ready to do. The great thing 

to be assured about i s the safety of any 

Treasure on the spot , & i t s safe t ranportn. 

to Victoria or Vancr. The Govt, ought to have 

a Treasure escor t i f the ' S t u f f comes by 

road or r ive r steamer as I suppose wi l l 

be the case. If there i s any inducement for 

the bank to take a hand, i . e . , i f we could see 



our way to suffct. profit to justify a move, 

I'm sure our Directors would be disposed to 

do anything in reason to meet the Government's 

views in that direction, & if there is anything 

that occurs to-you to suggest in promotion of 

the Banking idea, I should be greatly obliged 

by your giving me the benefit of the same. 

There's no doubt of the richness of the country, 

& I fancy yr. Boy wd. say there's equally no 

doubt, or decidedly less doubt, of the rigors of 

2 

the climate & hardship of travel m the country... 

Two months later, 5 February 1898, W.S. Fielding, minister of 

Finance wrote to B.E. Walker, general manager of the Canadian 

Bank of Commerce, that the government was prepared to come to 

a temporary arrangement with the bank, initially for one year 

only, whereby the bank would receive the gold royalties 

(10 per cent of the output from each mine, later reduced to 

5 per cent) and to transact government business in Dawson. 

The commission the bank would be paid for this service was 
3 

to be left to the future decision of the minister. On the 

9 February 189 8 the terms of the agreement were roughed out, 

whereby the Canadian Bank of Commerce was appointed as the 

government's agent in Dawson and the Yukon Territory. The 

bank was to be permitted to build their premises on the 

government reserve, next the North-West Mounted Police post, 

known as Fort Herchmer for obvious security purposes; the 
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police were to provide escort for gold shipments, and a 

night guard for the bank. Should the police be overcome and 

the bank looted the first season, the government undertook to 

indemnify the bank for the loss. The agreement was to be 

renewed annually, terminable on the part of either party with 

six months' notice. 

Although Dawson turned out perhaps the most law-abiding 

mining camp in history insofar as serious crime was concerned, 

thanks to the vigilance of the N-W M.P. and the summary 

justice administered by the courts, the directors in faraway 

Toronto were amply justified in taking no chances in so remote 

a region where such vast treasure was to be handled. The 

government saw fit indeed to bolster the police with a 

detachment of troops, known as the Yukon Field Force, until 

the excitement had subsided. 

The agreement with the Canadian Bank of Commerce, as 

finally drawn up and signed on 2 March 189 8, let the 

government off the hook as far as making good any losses 

the bank might incur through robbery or armed violence; the 

N-W M.P. would do all in their power to safeguard the bank's 

premises as well as providing escort for bank staff en route 

into the territory, but the government would not be held 

responsible for any mishaps. Reluctantly the bank accepted 

5 these modxfxed conditxons. As it transpxred, they had no 

cause for alarm, for there were no bank robberies in Dawson. 

One reason for this was the inherent difficulty in making a 

getaway - either down the Yukon and over the Alaskan boundary, 

about forty miles distant, offering the readiest refuge, or 
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up the Yukon and out to the coast via the Chilkoot or White 

passes. The effectiveness of N-W M.P. patrols rendered this 

a risky operation. But with the treasure at stake to be 

handled by the two banks during the excitement of the stampede, 

in a town made up of a large floating population many of whom 

were of dubious character, the banks were right in taking no 

chances. 

The Commerce's privileged position did not go unchal­

lenged by its contemporaries. The manager of Molson's Bank, 

one of the older Montreal foundations (1855) , took issue with 

the government's choice as "a new departure of questionable 

bearing," asserting at the same time that the Bank of Montreal 

had ever been considered "the accredited and recognized Agents 

of Government," apart from which all other banks in the 

dominion were surely on the same footing. The writer put in 

a word for the Bank of British North America, "a Bank of 

unquestionable standing," and concluded with the observation: 

It is probable that little or no exception would 

have been taken to the employment of the Bank of 

Montreal, from their being the Government's 

recognized Agents? I would however respectfully 

contend that the undue preference afforded 

another Bank to the exclusion of all others, is 

inequitable and not likely to strengthen the 

cordial relations which have subsisted between 

7 the Government and the Banks of the Dominion. 



Besides, continued the Molson manager, the Bank of Commerce 

had no branches west of Winnipeg; why should they have been 

so favoured? Fielding thereupon assured both the Montreal 

and Toronto bankers tha t apart from the commission payable 

for the receiving of the gold royalty and the t ransac t ing 

of government business (payment of the police and government 

o f f i c i a l s , t r ans fe r of funds to the outside e t c . ) the Bank 

of Commerce would enjoy no pr iv i leges denied any other Bank 

doing business in Dawson, including police pro tec t ion . The 

government, therefore , could not be accused of playing 

favouri tes . With t h i s explanation the disgruntled bankers 

had to r e s t content. 

Bank of Br i t i sh North America Advance Party 

Sparing ne i ther money nor time to be f i r s t on the scene, 

North America's advance par ty , led by the colourful and 

flamboyant assistant-manager, David Doig, sa i l ed from Vancouver 

aboard the SS. Pakshan on 1 April 1898. This was a whole 

ten days ahead of t h e i r r i v a l s ' departure by t r a i n from 

Toronto on 11 Apri l . Tha Pakshan described as "a typica l 

ocean tramp"° did not provide overly commodious accommodation, 

but at tha t was no doubt superior to many of the hulks and 

tubs pressed in to service by unscrupulous shipping agents 

during the height of the stampede. The party was made up of 

E.O. Finlaison, c le rk , and future manager of the Dawson 

branch for more than t h i r t y years , a second c lerk , cook, a 

voyageur in charge of the party from Skagway nor th , and two 

accompanying t r a v e l l e r s , a b a r r i s t e r (C.W.C. Tabor) and an 
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9 artist with the inapposite name L.C. Barff. The little party 

disembarked at Skagway on 6 April after a 5-day passage up 

the scenic coast. They spent what must have been an uneasy 

three days in Skagway, then in the toils of the notorious 

"Soapy" Smith and his artful gang of confidence men and thugs, 

but the bankers came to no harm. They crossed the Chilkoot 

Pass on 25 April; their Commerce rivals were not to pass this 

storm-bound point until nearly a month later. Arrived at 

Lake Tagish they took to the water in four Peterboro canoes, 

two men to each; Barnfield the cook rode alone in the fourth 

canoe with their provisions, mainly flour and bacon, from which he 

no doubt made bannocks, an old stand-by on the trail. This 

diet was tastefully supplemented with snipe and duck which 

they bagged on their way down the Yukon. 

The party reached the lower end of Lake Lebarge (later to 

be immortalized by Robert W. Service) at seven in the evening 

5 May. At this point, rather than cross the still frozen 

expanse on foot, David Doig hired an Indian and dog team and 

rode across in comparative comfort, a luxury which cost him the 

11 better part of $20. It saved him a roughly 32-mile hike. 

Finally the intrepid little band reached their destination, 

the sprawling and brawling shanty town on the mud flats at 

the confluence of the Klondike with the Yukon River on 17 May, 

47 days out of Vancouver. Thereupon they sold their canoes 

for about four times the price they had paid for them; this 

was their first tast of the inflated prices during the fever 
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of the gold-rush which was to pose a problem for both 

managers at the very outset. 

The Bank of British North America had won the race 

handily, but fate was to deal hardly with them during their 

first two seasons in Dawson. On the morning of 18 May 189 8 

the Bank of British North America opened for business in what 

Tappan Adney described as " a frame of scantling covered with 

12 canvas" at the corner of Second Avenue and Queen Street. 

Their advertised capital was $202,000. 

The Commerce Klondike-bound 

The Commerce advance party, consisting of the manager-

designate, H.T. Wills, his assistant Thomas McMullen, and a 

messenger, Thomas Comloquoy, took the train out of Toronto 

the night of 11 April 189 8, arriving in Vancouver on the 19th 

of the month. Presumably they made a stop-over, for 8 days 

is rather long for the trans-continental run, even at this 

date. A second party, consisting of the bank assistants 

Charles G. K. Nourse, Percy Stevenson, and Alexander Ross, 

messenqer, left Toronto on 30 April. 

Both banks chose only experienced staff, and those 

reasonably fit, for the Dawson assignment. The Commerce 

amply equipped its staff with clothing and gear for both 

winter and summer use. (see Appendix 1 and 2 for a list of 

supplies for the advance party and later sent: in via St. 

Michael and the lower river to arrive before freeze-up.) 

On 14 May McMullen, the assistant-manager, in company with 
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Comloquoy, sailed from Vancouver aboard the City of Seattle 

northbound for Skagway, taking with them the initial supply 

of bank notes. Docking at Skagway three days later, 17 May 

they took good care to evade the predatory clutches of the 

Smith gang. They hid the bank notes in their kitbags which 

they never let out of their sight while in the lawless little 

town. McMullen took 6 tons of supplies over the White Pass 

to Lake Bennett while Comloquoy returned to Skagway to await 

the arrival of the manager, H.T. Wills, who had been delayed 

in Vancouver. The second party joined the first at Lake 
13 Bennett, having made their way m over the Chilkoot Pass. 

At Lake Bennett the party broke once more, with Wills and 

Comloquoy going on ahead by canoe, reaching Dawson at mid­

night on 5 June, just three weeks behind their competitors. 

Wills was ill on this final stage of the long journey from 

Toronto, lying at full length in the canoe. On the day of 

their arrival at Dawson, the second party left Lake Bennett 

by scow, carrying 6 tons of supplies, towed by the steamer 

14 Bellmgham; they reached Dawson on the afternoon of 14 June. 

The following morning the Canadian Bank of Commerce opened 

for business in a windowless storage shed, their little 

shingle advertising a paid-up capital of $6 million, three 

days short of a month after the Bank of British North America. 

Setting Up Shop 

The two banks did not have to look for business; it came 

at them with a rush. Recognizing the peculiar circumstances 

of running a bank in so remote a place as Dawson City, 


