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a rating of four due largely to the unknown nature and 

duration of the site as a post contact native settlement. 

Other sites, like Fort Selkirk and Coffee Creek, 

which are included on the list of sites for specific 

consideration, and additional sites, such as Upper Laberge 

and Buxton or St.John's Mission at Fortymile, can also be 

included in the listing of post contact Indian settlements 

on the Yukon River. These sites are certainly of a lower 

priority as in many cases, subsequent developments provided 

them with a multiplicity of themes. Early explorers and 

travellers noted Indian settlements along the river, 

especially below Fort Selkirk, and while they may not have been 

permanent or even occupied on a seasonal basis, they were 

representative of the Indian culture. The mouths of 

tributaries of the Yukon were preferred fishing sites and 

potentially all were locations of native encampments. The 

mission and settlement at Little Salmon corresponds to an 

old Indian village which is probably pre-contact but only 

further archaeological and historical research will pinpoint 

the locations, thus giving representation to an important 

theme in Yukon history. While the post contact phase of 

native history is indisputably important, interpretation 

of sites depicting only this facet of native history tells only 

teixs part of the story. 

Early contact and fur trade 

In all likelihood, John Bell and Robert Campbell in the 

early 1840s were the first white men to see the upper 

river above the confluence of the Yukon and Porcupine 

Rivers. They ushered into the Yukon Valley the period 

of white-native trade and were in turn followed by men 

like Jack McQuesten, Arthur Harper, Albert Mayo and 
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Joseph Ladue who traded and prospected, intent the whole 

time on opening the country to mining development. With 

their appearance, the fur trade evolved and expanded, 

providing a network of supply points for independent pros­

pectors in their lonely search for gold. 

The town of Fortymile at the mouth of the river of 

the same name was selected as the first priority site of 

the period. Although a later settlement, it represents 

all the aspects of the theme and period. Associated with 

the first gold rush in the Yukon to the Fortymile River, 

it served for a decade as the headquarters of gold mining 

in the Yukon. In the 1890s Bishop Bompas established 

Buxton, St. John's Mission for natives on the island in 

the mouth of the Fortymile River, and St. James Church for 

the white community. Both the Alaska Commercial Company 

in Fortymile and the North American Trading and Transpor­

tation Company in their own Fort Cudahy operated from the 

Fortymile area. The community was also important for the 

assertion of Canadian sovereignty over the Yukon, marked by 

the establishment of the North West Mounted Police post 

Fort Constantine, and the surveying of the 141st Meridian 

as the International Boundary between Alaska and Canada. 

Fortymile was the focus of mining activity in the Yukon 

from 1886 to 1896 and significant technological advances 

were made in mining the permanently frozen placer gold 

deposits in the adjacent goldfields. 

Fort Reliance, rated "two" among sites relating to 

the early contact and fur trade theme, was only occupied 

for a short period of time following its founding by 

McQuesten in 1874. This, the second trading post in the 

Canadian Yukon, soon became an important landmark from 

which other geographic features like Fortymile and Sixty-

mile Rivers were named and located. Followed by the 

establishment of other such posts, Fort Reliance represented 
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the initial movement of independent traders into the upper 

river region. This created a base for prospectors and miners 

to re-supply for winter, which, in turn, allowed a year-

round exploration of the Yukon district. 

Two other posts, Ogilvie and Fort Nelson, were repre­

sentative of the expansion and servicing of the mining 

frontier and were rated "three" and "four" respectively. 

Fort Nelson, built by Harper and McQuesten in 1886 in 

response to the gold finds on the Stewart River, was 

located on the future site of the gold rush settlements of 

Stewart City. Joe Ladue's post on Ogilvie Island at the 

mouth of the Sixtymile River was founded for similar 

reasons. It was from this site that Ladue the storekeeper 

and later founder of Dawson City supplied and encouraged 

many prospectors. One of these, Robert Henderson, was the 

man whose initial discoveries led George Carmack and his 

Indian companions, Tagish Charlieand Skookum Jim, into 

the valley of Bonanza Creek. The four sites discussed all 

represent the importance of the support role in exploring 

and prospecting on an isolated frontier. 

While fur trading between Indians and white traders 

was carried on throughout the period, it was soon relegated 

to a secondary role as the supply of the steadily growing 

mining population took precedence. Fort Yukon and Fort 

Selkirk, the two Hudson's Bay Company fur trade posts 

established during this period, do not merit ranking in this 

theme- Fort Yukon, the first trading post on the upper 

Yukon, was abandoned to the Americans in whose territory 

it was found to be. Fort Selkirk, although important in 

its association with Robert Campbell and the exploration 

of the Pelly-Yukon River system, was occupied only for a 

very short time as a trading post. Its real importance 

lies in its association with transportation and commerce 

in the post gold rush period. 
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Gold Rush 

With the discovery of gold in the Klondike River valley, 

the other mining camps on the Stewart, Sixtymile and Forty-

mile Rivers, and even those at Circle City, Alaska, emptied 

as men rushed to stake claims. Probably one hundred 

thousand people joined the rush, while only thirty thousand 

actually completed the trek to Dawson City and the Klondike 

goldfields. The rush for gold changed the Yukon radically 

from the pre-rush days. 

Dawson City, the Klondike Goldfields and Klondike 

City are ranked "one", "two" and "three" respectively in 

the Gold Rush theme. The three sites together form what 

was known as the Klondike by the world of 1898. For a 

few short years, Dawson drew international attention 

itself, while the rush provided an important economic 

stimulus which helped pull North America out of a depression 

which had begun in 1893. On the local level, the gold rush 

left as its legacy to the Yukon a service and transportation 

infrastructure that its post gold rush population would be 

too small to utilize fully. 

If Klondike City were considered a completely separate 

gold rush urban element, containing Dawson's industrial 

functions, then it merits the third rank as it represents 

many of the same themes as Dawson's less reputable social 

elements were segregated in the community across the river 

as post gold rush Dawson attempted to purge itself of the 

last vestiges of boomtown immorality. 

Geographically, the gold rush was a linear phenomenon 

with the major route extending from the Pacific Coast, 

through the Chilkoot and White Passes, along the Yukon 

River, to Dawson. While the hoard of stampeders was apt 

to make camp at any place along the route, certain locations 



197 

developed as major service centres during the rush. A 

natural focus for such settlements were the twenty-two North 

West Mounted Police posts, spaced at about thirty mile 

intervals from the summit of the Chilkoot Pass through to 

Dawson. Many of the sites were briefly occupied and thus 

representative of the ephemeral nature of the rush. Ben­

nett City was the largest of the temporary settlements. 

Although not included in the list of nineteen suggested 

sites, as well as being outside the geographic parameters 

of the project, it is rated "four", as it housed a tre­

mendous crowd of boat building Klondikers. Bennett was 

the point on the route where the formerly overland trail 

ended and the miners took to the water in handmade craft 

of all descriptions. It was abandoned with the spring 

breakup of 1898. Tagish Post (Fort Sifton), the major 

North West Mounted Police and customs post on the water 

route, represents the control exercised by Canadian 

authorities over the rush, encouraging its ordered and 

relatively peaceful evolution. It is rated "five". Other 

sites not ranked but worthy of consideration and further 

research, are Lindeman City,a tent town at the head of 

Lake Lindeman, and the shipyards of the Bennett Lake and 

Klondyke Navigation Company at the mouth of the Wheaton 

River on Lake Bennett. The small sternwheeled steamboats 

Nora, Dora and Flora were built in the makeshift shipyard, 

representing the effort and ingenuity displayed by investors 

in the future of the Klondike. 

Similarly, of the twenty-two police posts, some were 

more important than others because they attracted other 

functions, developing a multiplicity of themes including 

communication, commerce and transportation. The most 

important of these sites, Fort Selkirk, Little Salmon, 

Carcross, Hootalinqua and Lower Laberge, are ranked in 

other theme categories. Their importance as police posts 
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and gold rush depots simply enhances their overall value 

in their respective major theme. 

Post Gold Rush 

With the passing of the excitement of the gold rush, the 

Yukon settled into a cycle of economic decline followed 

by economic resurgence. The re-orientation of the tradi­

tional pre-gold rush transportation route from the lower 

to the upper river and the southern Yukon placed a new 

emphasis on river settlements south of Dawson. Whitehorse, 

rated "one", emerged as the transportation hub of the 

Yukon, functioning as the head of rail and primary river 

port, and eventually the economic and political capital 

of the Yukon. Fort Selkirk, the oldest albeit discontinuous 

white settlement in the Yukon, was originally planned as 

the end of rail. Despite unsuccessful plans to make it 

the capital of the Yukon, it achieved some status as a 

major river trading and transportation centre. Fort Selkirk 

is rated "two" among post gold rush sites although it has 

associations with nearly all historic themes on the Yukon 

River. 

Yukon Crossing, rated "three", is representative of the 

second major realignment of Yukon transportation. In this 

case, the settlement sprang up at the point where the 

"Overland Trail", the first overland route from Whitehorse 

to Dawson, crossed the Yukon River. The establishment of 

this route marked the beginning of the end for Yukon River 

steamers and the dependence of Yukon settlements on a 

supply system which was only functional four months of 

the year. 

The Canadian Development Company shipyards, now known 

as the Dawson "Sternwheeler Graveyard", rated "four"; 
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Hootalinqua, rated "five"; Lower Laberge, rated "six". Five 

Fingers, rated "seven"; all are representative of various 

facets of the steamboat navigation, as well as the post 

gold rush river oriented Yukon settlement pattern. The 

"Sternwheeler Graveyard" is of particular importance. It 

once functioned as a ship building, repair and winter 

storage depot for the Canadian Development Company and 

later for the British Yukon Navigation Company, which was 

the ubiquitous long "river" arm of the Yukon and White Pass 

Route railway. It is representative of many of the pecu­

liarities in operating wooden hulled steamboats on a 

seasonal basis. The Hootalinqua Island shipyards, while 

of a later vintage, represent the same elements on the 

upper reaches of the Yukon. Lower Laberge and Five 

Fingers Rapids, while intimately connected with transpor­

tation on the Yukon from the gold rush onward, also 

represent particular and unique adaptations and developments 

to facilitate sternwheeler traffic on the Yukon. 
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