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Abstract

The 1978 field season marked the third year of archaeological
research at the Klondike National Historic Sites. With the
Parks Canada research mandate now centred on site specific
development in Dawson City, excavation and testing programs
were conducted in a number of locales scheduled for future
restoration. These include the Red Feather Saloon, the
Third Avenue Blacksmith Shop, Brown's Harness Shop, Fort
Herchmer Married Officers' Quarters, the stable and jail at
Fort Herchmer, the Bank of British North America, Madame
Tremblay's Store and the 0ld Territorial Administration
Building. This work, in large part, was oriented towards
answering questions posed by other agencies involved in the
development process. |

The present report provides a summary description of
structural features excavated in 1978. 1In so doing, it
fulfills the defined service requirement for archaeological
research. The concluding section attempts to relate these
data to the larger problem of permafrost construction

techniques in historic Dawson.



Introduction

Although the interests of archaeological research at the
Klondike National Historic Sites are multifarious, the nature
of the excavation program and the mandate under which it
operates is conceived, at present, as a service function.
Immediate priorities lie with sites or structures slated for
Parks Canada development and initial research objectives

are framed within the context of questions posed by other
research and development sections. This is not to say that
contributions beyond the particularistic scope of a "mission
oriented agency" (see Swannack 1975) cannot be made. Rather,
such contributions must be adjuncts, so to speak, to the
defined parameters of the long term development objective
(Burley and Ross 1978).

The present report is a working document which, in part,
fulfills one aspect of the service requirement. It is a
summary description of substructural architectural features
excavated and recorded at several Dawson City development
sites during the 1978 field season. It is not intended as
a final report of 1978 archaeological activities nor should
the accompanying commentary be taken as the totality of site
specific interpretations which may be offered. A more
comprehensive study integrating each component into the total
matrix of Klondike history is now being prepared. The present
manuscript, therefore, might best be viewed as an appendix
to that report.

Excavation programs conducted during the past field
season varied in extent from concentrated efforts at a few



sites to small scale testing at a number of others. While
the latter, in most cases, constitute preliminary investi-
gation to further research, the former represent a completion
of archaeological research objectives and subsequent
observations may be incorporated into design team planning
submissions. Sites at which archaeological work was conducted
in 1978 include the Red Feather Saloon, Third Avenue Black-
smith Shop, Brown's Harness Shop, Madame Tremblay's Store,
Fort Herchmer Married Officers' Quarters, the stable and jail
at Fort Herchmer, the Bank of British North America and the
0l1d Territorial Administration Building (see Figure 1).

Because the objectives of this report centre on
structural description, geographical and historical background
information normally associated with archaeological site
reports is purposefully limited. Only where such data have
a direct bearing on building evolution are they included.
Furthermore, structural features are but summarily described
with restricted interpretation. It is felt that a detailed
account of the myriad of wood remains exposed at each site
serves little purpose beyond the filling in of pages. As a
reference guide for expedient extraction of site specific
data, an index is appended.

Finally, a delineation of fouﬂdation patterning for each
component leads into the topic of construction techniques in
permafrost zones. Several forms are found to be represented
in the site sample investigated in 1978 and these, in turn,
may have some influence upon eventual site interpretation.

This discussion is reserved for the concluding remarks.



0 60metres

Figure 1.

anuaAy |siig

L o1 ) I | 11
York Street
I King Strest
Madame
Tremblays|
Queen Street
& 3 - @
2 = X
E;"’: Z’ g = g S Z
ritis = S = e
North - z » K
: < o > < =]
America 3 2 3 g g
[ =4
5 . g 5
Red
Feather
Saloon
Princess Street
Blacksmit
B Shop
Brown's
Harness
Shop
Harper Street
Church_Street —
Administration
-
@ Building
—
2 ™
5 NWMP
Stable o
B P v
NWMP B Jail/ Hospital =
NCO'S S

Married Quarters

Turner_Street

Parks Canada development sites at which archaeo-

logical research was conducted in 1978 (Drawing by K. Walton).



Red Feather Saloon

The Red Feather Saloon (Figure 2) is located on the corner

Figure 2. Red Feather Saloon 1978 (Photo by B. Ross)

of Princess Street and Third Avenue. Constructed in 1902,
the building was used as a saloon until 1915. During that
time it had a number of proprietors and names, the last of
which was Red Feather (see Stuart 1977 for historical
documentation). At present, the building is an extant one
storey frame structure with an appended shed. Having fallen
from its original foundation posts, an interior support
bracing system had been installed prior to archaeological
research.
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Figure 3. Excavation units and structural perimeters of the
Red Feather Saloon (shaded areas are those which
have been excavated) (drawing by K. Walton).



Since the building had toppled from its understructure,
a major objective of the 1978 archaeological investigation
was a documentation of foundation support systems and
associated features. As well, limited excavation was carried

out in the back shed and yard area.

Interior Excavation

Following floor board removal, the surface area of the
interior of the structure was staked in a one metre grid
network conforming to that established by the "As-Found"
Recording team in 1977. Eighty-eight 1 m2 units were
subsequently excavated (Figure 3). Although generally
following an alternate grid pattern, as features were
encountered this sampling strategy was abandoned for more
complete block excavation. The contemporary bracing system
hindered excavation in several areas, notably those adjacent
to extant walls as well as along a central line running the
length of the building. Nevertheless, adequate spatial
coverage was possible and it is felt that almost all sub-
structural architectural detail was documented. These data
are supplemented by that recovered from testing operations
conducted in 1977 (Minni 1978). For simplicity of present-
ation, the foundation system is described separately from

other structural features.

Foundation System

The structural report for the Red Feather building describes
the foundations as including "120 x 160 perimeter mud sills"
originally laying on "220 diameter posts of undetermined
length" which, in turn, may have been "bearing on a second
set of sills below grade" (Bardell 1977). Three rows of
posts, two of which correspond to the north and south walls



and the third, a central bearing line, were recorded. Of
these, it was possible to fully document only those associated
with the central line. There, posts were spaced at an
average interval of 1.75 m and included 12 individual
specimens. With wood decomposition in an advanced state, it
was impossible to get an accurate length measurement for

any member of this series. .Post remnants ranged between

ca. 600 and 900 mm. Again because the building had fallen
from its foundations and, subsequently, toppled the post
supports, it was not possible to estimate the crawl space
height aside from suggesting that it must have been minimal.
The direction of post incline illustrates that the building
shifted on a northwest orientation and that the western
section of the structure moved first.

Corresponding to each row of pbsts, sill remnants were
‘also located. Appearing to have spanned the full east/west
building length, sill plate size was found to be ca. 155 x
160 mm. These sills, however, were not deep enough (on the
average 100-200 mm below surface) to be considered mud sill
‘plates; in several places, they were superimposed both on
cultural materials and utility features. The absence of
mud sill plates seems to be somewhat of an anomalous situation
given the bog-like matrix found beneath the Red Feather and
the knowledge of more suitable permafrost related construction
techniques (see concluding chapter). Such being the case,
it may be speculated that the building was hurriedly put up
to take advantage of the light industrial deveiopment in
this section of town. Toward this end, it is noteworthy
that a 1902 panorama (Figure 4) shows the Red Feather lot
to be vacant during the early summer (?) period.

A final feature associated with the foundation system
is an exterior skirt enclosing the crawl space from the street
and adjoining lots. At least one plank from this skirt
(47 x 150 mm) was recorded along the north wall and remnants



Figure 4. Partial Section of a 1902 Dawson Panorama
(Courtesy of Klondike National Historic Sites,
Dawson) .

from others were found along the south. Moreover, the skirt
perimeter, in several areas, is clearly marked by a sudden
change in matrix composition. Specifically, there is a shift
from the peat/clay/bog soils in the understructure area to

a sand/gravel mix of the street macadam and fill from adjacent
lots.

Miscellaneous Features

In addition to the recording of foundation patterns for the
Red Feather building, an added objective of the excavation
program was to look for differential room use through sub-
structural features and artifact distributions. While the
artifact analysis is, as yet, incomplete, a few general
statements based on utility features may be made.



Beneath the saloon proper (the easternmost room), a
series of water pipes (3) was found to enter under the
building at a single point along the north wall and, sub-
sequently, fan out towards the south wall. Since each
terminates at roughly the same southern extent, as does a
fourth east/west oriented pipe, they could have serviced the
saloon bar. Cultural materials recovered from beneath a
trap door adjacent to these plumbing features also seem
indicative of a south wall placement for the bar. Within
this artifact sample are a shot glass, numerous corks and
bottle caps as well as a variety of bottle glass (see
Minni 1978).

A fifth pipe was found slightly to the west of the
main saloon although again oriented in a north/south direction.
Its termination point was not located and it would appear to
continue to run beneath the south wall into the yard of the
adjacent blacksmith shop. A 55 mm diameter for this pipe
suggests it also may have been used for water service.

Excavation in the shed of the Red Feather unearthed an
unusually large collection of artifacts of a diverée'nature.
While some may be associated with the saloon, the majority
seem to relate to secondary activities occurring in the back
rooms. Since structural features were not exposed, it is
probable that the shed was without a floor and, thus, would
have been used only for storage. The artifact analysis
should help to date this appendage as well as suggest
subsidiary functions for the rear of the Red Feather.

Exterior Excavation

A single east/west oriented trench (5.5 x 1 m) with an
adjacent 1 x 2 m unit were excavated to the rear of the Red
Feather (Figure 3). The west wall of the just described
shed served as the eastern perimeter. Although historical
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documentation of structures in this area is poor, it is

known that a small north facing cabin had been, at least
partially, coterminous with the Red Feather saloon. Moreover,
the previously mentioned Dawson panorama (Figure 4) illustrates
this cabin post dates 1902.

The area, prior to excavation, was found to have a
densely packed gravelled surface which extended across the
service lane between Third and Second Avenues. Inter-
mittently protruding from this gravel and bordering the lane
was a relatively lengthy north/south oriented beam. From
surface evidence, it was not possible to determine whether
this member was an in situ structural feature associated
with the former cabin or isolated "junk" thrown in as fill.

Variation in the cultural matrices, as noted on the
trench profile, was marked (see Figure 5). Although varying
in depth, the upper gravel stratum was found to be no more
than 200 mm thick. One exception occurred beneath the
service lane; there it ranged from 150 to 350 mm. Under-
lying the gravel was a stratum of humus which also had
notable variation in thickness at differing intervals. This
material, it is assumed, would have constituted the surface
layer prior to the dumping of gravel. For the most part,
this was found to rest upon a thin stratum of silty-sand
which, in turn, overlaid a continuous thick layer of mixed
slag, cinder and coal dust. Finally, a sawdust woodchip
stratum was found directly on top of sterile subsoil and
permafrost; the permafrost occurred at ca. 900 mm below
surface. As will be subsequently discussed, the sawdust,
woodchips and cinders were probably used as insulation.

A large and confusing assortment of structural members
was exposed in the trench at varying depths. Hindered by
the 1 m width, interpretation as to pattern can only be
speculative. However, it does appear that at least two
structures are represented, each differing in foundation

construction.






