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Abstract

This report examines the Yukon trade in provisions and
general merchandise during and immediately after the
Klondike gold-rush. At the peak of the rush, 1897-1898,
large American mercantile firms which were experienced in
Yukon River trade competed along with other outfitters,
wholesalers and distributors for a lasting slice of the
Yukon trade. From this outfitting rush grew an enduring
hinterland relationship between the Yukon and its primarily
West-Coast suppliers. Dawson's dependence on the outside
world for supplies was total.

Bearing the necessary outfit, each goldseeker who
arrived at Dawson in 1898 was a potential entrepreneur.
When these tons of goods had been redistributed by the end
of the season a recognizable merchant element had emerged.
Over the next season supply lines for a more stable market
were established and Dawson's merchant community became more
specialized and sophisticated, at the same time showing an
observable hierarchy and considerable civic spirit. 1In the
long run, the large diversified commercial companies were in
the best position to weather that period of rapid
post-gold-rush economic reduction which markedly reduced

Dawson's mercantile ranks.

Submitted for publication, 1975
by Margaret Archibald

and Margaret A. Carter
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Introduction: The Entrepreneur

This particular versin of the Klondike story is devoted to
the entrepreneur, the man who saw a gold strike not simply
in terms of dust or nuggets, but rather envisaged the
activity that gold would engender, imagined the placer boom
town in its lively totality and foresaw the mining community
in terms of its most blatant needs and its probable
life-style.

The naive assumption that the Klondike gravel beds had
nuggets enough to go around, that all comers were guaranteed
to leave as millionaires, must have dominated many an
overladen steamer working its way up the Inside Passage in
the summer of 1897 and 1898. 1In the surviving sources which
chronicle those voyages north, the question "Why?" is never
asked, nor are individuals' expectations documented. Yet to
every passenger the words "gold," "paystreak" and "lode"
must have conjured up a personal vision of success, wealth,
utopia or high adventure.

Perhaps it is unrealistic to separate the entrepreneur
from this mass of goldseekers and to set him apart as a
distinct specimen of the gold-rush. But such men evinced a
frame of mind, a way of approaching the whole adventure, a
response to the challenge which one can see as a quality
common to many of the men and women who answered to
Klondike's call. What makes their story all the more worth
telling is that the stage on which they played out their
parts was so bleak, so inhospitable and unyielding, that

what they built stands out sharply by comparison. Its



virtues and flaws, its beginning and its end are all clearly
visible. 1In less than a decade a legendary city was built
and all but abandoned. The story's briefness means that the
blurred edges and the subtleties of transition which exist
in the history of other cities are, in Dawson City's case,
brought sharply into focus.

For this same reason, the social and economic
underpinnings of the boom and bust legend are more obvious.
Dawson City must be one of the most thoroughly chronicled
and photographed cities of its size in Canada. Much of this
popularity, indeed, has served to perpetuate a Klondike
mythology. There is to every war, disaster or mass human
event something of a collective memory, a fund of stories
and reminiscences which serve its veterans well, even those
who might not have participated prominently in the event
itself. Nevertheless, from the many-faceted depths of the
Klondike story emerges a cast of unexpected heroes and
villains. Who would have thought that scurvy took as great
a toll of human life as the formidable Chilkoot? Or that
the nugget-scooping gold miner would eventually become one
of hundreds of thousands of discontented wage-earners?
Similarly unexpected is the identity of Dawson's rich men,
the ones who did find the paystreak. That paystreak was far
more likely to have shown itself in an office or over a
counter or at the wharves than on a placer creek bed.

This version of the story focuses not only on the
entrepreneur in Dawson during the rush, but on his
predecessors - the traders along the Yukon River during the
days of earlier and smaller rushes, and the West Coast
outfitters - as well. The mercantile experience of each
becomes a fundamental element of the structure of the
post-gold-rush trade. From the first came the concept of
a grubstake and an understanding of the rigorous demands of

the Yukon valley on trader and prospector alike. From the



second came the vigorous spirit of enterprise and profit, as
well as the essential contact between the boom town and the
outside world for continued supplies and services.

The business methods and manipulation, the concepts of
growth and success and the hierarchical bonds within the
Dawson merchant community must also be examined. From these
it becomes apparent how the entrepreneurial frame of minds
helped to shape the contours of the city and to what extent
the merchant community reflected Dawson's inevitable
decline.

In order to give colour and relief to what would
otherwise be a somewhat analytical approach to the Dawson
mercantile community, it is necessary to examine its
individual members more closely. After 1898 the community
became exceedingly specialized. The grocery and provisions
merchant was the nearest heir among these specialists to the
river trader, and his range of stock was the closest
approximation to the traditional outfit. Of the specialty
trades, the grocer's trade in the basics of survival was
(not surprisingly) covered most carefully by local
newspapers. Similarly, material from diaries, personal
reminiscences and interviews seems to indicate that the
day-to-day commodities from the grocer or general merchant's
stock still retain a place in the collective sourdough
memory. In attempting to shift its focus from the structure
of the merchant community to more practical matters of
stocks, sales and appetites, this report hopefully reflects

the concerns of both merchants and consumers.



The Artery: The Yukon River Trade Before 1896

There is a certain peculiarity in the identities of those
who came to exploit the Yukon River. On one hand were the
companies, huge corporate concerns, whose deliberate
policies of exploration, trade and mining were formulated in
offices thousands of miles away. On the other hand were the
individuals, the prospectors and traders who were just as
deliberately spending their lives on the wilderness
frontier, searching for the streak and continually pushing
on. One tends to think of them as opposites, the corporate
citizen and the adventurer. The irony is that the
foundation of Yukon trade patterns was laid down by their
harmonious relationship. The dichotomy of the mercantile
character, corporate and individual, is part of a theme
which carries on through the years of Yukon merchant
activity.

Commercial activity along the Yukon River may be
divided into three phases. To the first belong the separate
spheres of trading and exploration by the Russian and
British empires. The second period extends from the sale of
Alaska to the United States in 1867 until roughly 1886. It
includes the opening of extensive river commerce and the
subsequent growth of the single most influential trading
concern along the river, the Alaska Commercial Company of
San Francisco. The transition from this to a third phase is
marked by a diversification of trade and the change of the
accepted medium of exchange from pelts to gold dust.

The period after 1886 is marked by the sudden influx of



a new wave of gold prospectors and the overnight blossoming
of gold-rush towns. The resulting mercantile operations
focused on these settlements, which sprouted wherever
gold-rich streams found their way to the Yukon River. Each
of these boom towns acted as a pump, circulating trade goods
needed for survival from the mainstream of trade into the
surrounding placer operations, and then replenishing the
mainstream with gold. This pattern was played out with
increasing intensity as the persistent seekers scanned every
possible stream in the network.

The town of Stewart was the first of the gold-boom
communities; it sprang up at the confluence of the Stewart
and Yukon rivers in 1886. The following year it was Forty
Mile, just east of the boundary between Alaska and the Yukon
Territory. After 1893, Circle City bloomed between the
headwaters of Birch Creek and the Yukon River. 1In 1896 and
1897, all these towns were deserted for the greatest El
Dorado of them all, Dawson City. Even Dawson did not break
the cycle of growth and contraction; Nome drew off Klondike
miners in 1899 and the Tanana district (Fairbanks) did the
same in 1903.

More than a century before gold was unearthed in the
Yukon valley, two Siberian merchants, Shelekhov and
Golokhov, started a fur-trading company.l By 1796, 20 years
after its inception, the firm had overcome all competitors
in the business of harvesting pelts on a permanent basis in
the Aleutian Islands. In 1799, it obtained from Czar Paul I
a 20-year charter as the Russian American Company. Within
three years, trade in all phases of the enterprise,
including shipbuilding, hardware manufacture and fresh
provision supply, had become so brisk that the czar 3nd two
members of his family were encouraged to buy shares.

Meanwhile the Hudson's Bay Company was engaging in a

parallel fur trade on the outer rim of the Russian



territory. These British traders ventured from an inland
base into the Yukon valley, over the divide which separated
it from their own North West Territories. In 1840 Robert
Campbell, commissioned by the Company, followed the Upper
Liard River to the height of land, descended the Pelly River
to its confluence with the Yukon and returned.3 Eight years
later he established Fort Selkirk at the mouth of the Pelly.
In 1852 this fort was razed by incursive coastal Indians,
who found Campbell's post was upsetting their own interior
trade monopoly,4 and no further trading was done by the
Hudson's Bay Company in the area. In the meantime, the
Company had penetrated the country by a second route,
descending the Porcupine River from the Mackenzie Delta and
Rat River. 1In 1847 another of the Company's trader-
explorers, A.H. Murray, built Fort Yukon where the river
takes its great bend to the south at the Arctic Circle.”
While the fort was undoubtedly on Russian territory, trade
continued unimpeded, since business was not going well for
the Russian company. Several Indian massacres, financial
troubles and failures in gold prospecting caused the Russian
American Company to lose first its control of territorial
frontiers and eventually (in 1862) its royal contract.6
This period of exploration gave Europeans of two
trading empires their first glimpse of the Yukon valley.
Neither company had much to do with gold in the area.
Robert Campbell knew that it existed near Fort Selkirk, but
he could never spare time from his post duties to explore
for it.7 The Yukon waterway was not really exploited as a
commercial artery until 30 years later, for until then the
discovery of substantial deposits of gold did not outweigh
the hazards of climate, unfriendly natives - who, naturally
enough, had a trading system of their own to keep up - and
possible rivalry from other encroaching trade empires.

The era of river-based enterprise may well have dawned



in 1867, when the United States acquired both Alaska and the
defunct Russian American Company, the first by purchase, the
second by transfer. These two dramatic exchanges were
announced within hours of each other. Together they
radically altered the commercial shape of the ice-bound
territory. The first step toward shifting the machinery of
the Bering trade to the Yukon valley came with the purchase
of the Russian American Company's assets for $350,000 by
Hutchison, Kohl and Company, a group of merchants based in
San Francisco.8 At first the company maintained its primary
interest in whaling, but soon afterward, when it was
incorporated as the Alaska Commercial Company (the AC
Company) its interests grew to include fishing, canning and
Yukon River transportation and trade as major activities.9

Potential competition posed no immediate threat. The
Pioneer Company, composed of American and French Canadian
merchants, established a trading station some 12 miles below
the fork of the Tanana and Yukon rivers in 1868, but it
lasted only one season.10 Those of its traders who wanted
to continue their Yukon ventures did so by turning over
their services to the AC Company.

In turning their sights away - though by no means
totally - from the Bering Sea to the Yukon River, the
American firm was determined to make its grip on the
interior more effective than that of the Russians. In
considering the 2,000-mile valley as a means of access to a
potential economic colony, the company was far more
sensitive to the nearby commercial presence of the British
than its predecessor had been. After all, the heart and
headwaters of the river itself lay indisputably within
British reach. 1In 1869, the Hudson's Bay Company received
its first and only warning from this ambitious young
company. It was ordered to abandon Fort Yukon, which for

22 years had sat, illegal and unharrassed, first on Russian






