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Ghap0 I Bonanza and Eldorado; The Last F r o n t i e r , 1896-996 

On the morning of 17 August I896, a Galifornian prospector 

George Carmac, with two Indian companions, staked a claim on 

Rabbit Creek, a t r ibu ta ry of t he Klondike, The f u l l import, of the 

rich gold s t r i k e reached the outside world with the docking of the 

steamer Excelsior at San Francisco on 15" July 1897„ and of the 

Portland at Sea t t l e three days la ter , , as the f i r s t successful 

stampeders staggered down the gangplanks lugging sui tcases heavy 

with gold© Appropriately re-named Eldorado, the Rabbit Greek 

discovery within two years transformed the hamlet a t the confluence, 

of t he Klondike and Tulcon r ive r s into a sprawling mining camp with 

an i t i ne ran t population estimated between 2D and 30 thousands, The 

news of the s t r ike drew as a magnet adventurers, miners, gamblers, 

hust lers and camp followers from every quarter of t he continent 

and indeed from the four corners of the earth* 

Dawson,(named af ter a government geologist , George M. DawsosaJ 

a shanty town within 2.00 miles of the Arctic Ci rc le , in those two 

f renet ic summers of I898 and I899 boasted the l a rges t population, 

and cer ta inly the most colourful, of any Canadian communi-ty to the 

west of Winnipeg. Klondike legends were to inspire the talented bank 

c lerk , Robert Service,, t o pen ballads which have won a worthy place 

in Canadian l i t e r a t u r e ! legends t ru ly , for by the time the young 

Englishman reached Dawson, "the days of '98'" were already a memory, 

a decade in the past© In Service 's day Dawson had evolved into a se t t led 

communi-ty, whose once booming economy already f e l t the pinch of 
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the lean years ahead®. 

But In t h a t bright morning near t h e turn of the century,, Dawson 

had a l l the unbounded confidence of youth® Restaurants, cafes,, the 

exotic dance h a l l s , ho t e l s , bathhouses, theat res and brothels 

sprouted l ike dandelions, to serve the lus ty and uninhibited-

appeti tes of t he motley host lured by the lus t for gold to t h i s 

far corner of Her Majesty's- dorai&ion. Among the sundry enterprises 

evoked by the stampede in June 1898 were two newspapers, printed 

on light hand presses, aptly named the Yukon Midnight Sun and 

the Klondike Nugget* which broke forth in self-confident pr in t 

primarily to serve the sprawling mining camp, and hopefully, t o o , 

to provide a l i t t l e news from "the outside,"1 as Klondikers referred to 

the r e s t of the world* A l i t t l e over a year l a t e r , in July I899, The 

Sun and The Nugget were joined by a th i rd competitor, fated t o 

ou t s t r ip them both, a paper which in news coverage, format, features 

and e d i t o r i a l s ty le bore f a i r comparison with many of the large 

metropolitan da l l i e s in t he early years of the century® This , then, 

i s the story of the DawsojnJ^aiJ^rJ^ew^, born at the apogee of the 

world's l a s t great gold-rush, a vigorous dai ly which l a t e r boasted 

t h a t i t had never r e a l l y had any substant ial competition, fated to 

end i t s career as a v i l l age weakly $$ years later, , To the end,, 

The News never los t f a i t h in the Klondike, which for t ha t br ief 

season made the headlines throughout the world,, 

The f i r s t chapter w i l l deal with the 'raw mining camp,, 

boom-town period, I896 to t h e turn of the century, when thousands 

of i l l -condi t ioned stampeders braved the incredible hardships of 

the t r a i l to launch themselves in home-made craft on the turbulent 

waters of the Yukon in qraest of Eldorado, the c i ty of gold® The 



second wi l l t r e a t of t he near ten-year period of p o l i t i c a l ferment# 

agi ta t ion for representat ive government aid reform of the mining 

code, to "which the Dawson newspapers committed themselves t o the 

h i l t . The f ina l chapter surveys the long years witnessing Dawson's 

decline from a s t i l l reasonably prosperous mining centre to a ghost 

town, yet s t i l l served by the indefat igible News, u n t i l with 

the t ransfer of the t e r r i t o r i a l cap i t a l to Mhitehorse in 

the spring of 1953, the handwriting was indeed on the wall for the 

sometime Canadian Barbary Coast* 

Pioneers Along the Yukon 

The word Klondike, sometimes spelled KLondyke, almost a synonym 

for gold, i s derived from the Indian "Throndiuck,'8' meaning "hammer 

water,181 caused by the stakes driven across the shallows to secure 
1 

salmon nets® The t r ibu ta ry creeks of the Klondike, whose gravel so 

caught the imagination of the world, were a par t of the Yukon River 

system. The parent stream described a great arc more than 2,300 miles 

long, r i s ing above Lake Lindeman within 2$ miles of the Paci f ic , to 

empty in to the waters of the same ocean at Norton Sound, having for a 

br ief span looped within the Arctic Circle®. Before the era of mechanical 

t ranspor t , i t was the fas t flowing waters of the Yukon which provided 

access t o the mountain-locked interior® 

The f i r s t white man t o explore t h i s remote region was Robert 

Campbell, in the service of the Hudson's Bay Company, who went up 

the Liard River in 1838® In the 1850s the Company b u i l t Fort Yukon 

at the mouth of t he Porcupine River on the Arctic Circle (Alaska), 

and Fort Selkirk at the confluence of the Pally and the Yukon 

us> •< oat 



(Yukon Ter r i to ry ) ; the Klondike lay more or less at mid-point 

between these early H.B.C. posts . Robert Campbell found t races of 

gold at Fort Selki rk . William Ogilvie, the f i r s t Commissioner of 

the Yukon, in his Early Pays on the Yukon? The Story of I t s Gold Finds. 

t e l l s us that Campbell knew there was gold on both the Felly and 

Yukon r ivers as early as 1853. Among the early prospectors was 

Arthur Harper, who f i r s t entered the t e r r i t o r y v ia the lengthy and 

arduous Peace and Mackenzie r ive r routes in 1873. Harper joined a 

trading partnership with Leroy Napoleon McQuesten and Al Mayo,, 

for the ou t f i t t i ng of prospectors and miners. Through t h e i r e f for t s , 

a s t r ing of trading posts was established along the Yukonw The f i r s t 

gold to be dispatched to the outside world, via S t . Michael, Alaska, 

in 1880, consisted of two small nuggets, sent by George Holt, in the 

employ of the Alaska Commercial Company. In the same year miners began 

entering t h e t e r r i t o r y v i a the Chilkoot Pass, named af ter the Chilkat 

Indians. I t s 3,500-foot summit provided entrance to the t e r r i t o r y 

from the Alaskan port of Dyea to the south, and together with the 

neighbouring White Pass— named af ter S i r Thomas White and served by 

the port of Skagway— provided "the principal if arduous routes for t he 

future stampeders;. Of the two, the White Pass , though crossing a t a 

lower a l t i t ude , with i t s se r ies of switchbacks was considered the 

more d i f f icu l t route to the i n t e r i o r . 

Pierre Berton, in his comprehensive and very readable jftcndjlke 5 

The_ Life and Death of t he Last Great Gold Rush, c red i t s the f i r s t 

important gold s t r ike to two prospectors dispatched by Harper i n the 

winter of 1886-87, on the Fortymile River— so named, along with 

«W jj MB 
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contiguous t r i b u t a r i e s of the Yukon, because ot i t s distance from 

the key t rading post af Fort Reliance, some 1|? miles downstream 

from Dawson. George Williams, a steamboat man, carried the message 

to the outside w> r id ̂ mushing out by dog team along the Yukon River 

and over the Chilkoot Pass t o Dyea* The rigours of the mid-winter 

journey proved too much for the in t repid Williams, who was hauled on 

a toboggan on the f ina l lap of his journey by an Indian companion, 
2 

only to expire in Dyea with the delivery of his message* Williams 

was t h e f i r s t of many to perish on those icy passes marking the 

boundary between American and Canadian t e r r i t o r y ; and there wera yet 

more in the swirling aid icy waters of the Yukon, wiere many a tyro 

rivermaa met d isas ter 9 

Early Government 

With the mounting i n t e r e s t evident in the far Yukon, the Canadian 

government wisely decided to waste no time in establ ishing Canadi&n 

ju r i sd ic t ion in the t e r r i t o r y . In the spring of 18°!?, William Ogilvie 

was commissioned in Ottawa to carry out a l l r equ i s i t e surveys, 

including an all- important l i n e across the lukon River and Fortymile 

Creek on the l l i l s t meridian, to serve as the in ternat ional boundary 

pending fut«fe Canada-U.S.. agreement. The Annual Report of the Depart­

ment of the In te r io r for Year 18?6 reported? "Very r ich placer diggings 

are nowbeing worked on the creeks flowing into Sixty Mile, part of which 
3 

are supposed to be in Canada."'And in June l8°j> Inspector Constantine 

of the North-West Mounted Police, was despatched to the Yukon, with a 

detachment of 2D men, to maintain law and order in the tee th of an 

anticipated inf lux of unruly stampeders. The s tory of t h i s incomparable 
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force is as well known as that of the gold-rush itself. The Klondike 

was unique in the annals of mining stampedes for the staunch mainten­

ance of law and order in what would otherwise have been a typically 

Wild West no-man's land of anarchy and gun duels. There was to be 

little of that in the Klondike, though brawling and fisticuffs; were 

an inevitable feature of its muddy and dusty thoroughfares. 

Inspector Charles Constantine, of the North-West Mounted Police, 

first posted to Dawson, was to issue permits to the two principal 

trading companies— the Alaska Commercial Company, a San Francisco 

firm established in 1868, and a Chicago concern, the North American 

Transportation and Trading Company, founded in 1892. At this early 

date, Inspector Constantine had virtually to carry out all functions 

of government personally— magistrate, gold commissioner, land agent,, 

collector of customs* In 1896 D.W. Davis took over as customs collector, 

and in 1897 Thomas Fawcett was appointed gold commissioner— an 

appointment pregnant with trouble in the near future. James M. Walsh, 

a native of Brockville, Ontario, who had served for some years with 

the police, was appointed the first commissioner in August 1897 > 

with Justice McGuire of the Supreme Court of the North-West Territories 

as chief magistrate. By the summer of 1897$, the population of Dawson 

had swelled to an estimated 5,000, most of whom were aliens—largely 

Americans. The initial influx arrived with the going out of the ice, 

16 May 1897, landing by error at the approbriously named Lousetown 

on the opposite bank of the Klondike from Dawson* 

In 189$ the Yukon had been declared a district of the North West 

Territories, but by proclamation dated l6 August 1897 all that region 
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to the -west of the Hard River was designated the Yukon Territory, 

quite separate from the North West Territories, and of course from 

the province of British Columbia to the south of the 60th parallel. 

On i| July 1898 William Ogilvie was appointed commissioner to 

succeed James M. Walsh, and under Section 5 of the Yukon Territory 

Act, an appointive Yukon Council was instituted to assist the 

commissioner in the administration of the territory. By order in 

council 7 July 1898, the functions of the various executive officials 
k 

were defined. With the precautionary dispatch of the Yukon Field 

Force to support the police, the Klondike, an outpost of empire, was 

now ready for the tidal influx. 

Origins of the Gold-Rush 

The Carmac strike;on 17 August 1896, based on a tip from 

a fellow prospector, has been noted at the outset of this paper. 

By January of the following winter Ogilvie stated in his report 

to the Minister of the Interior that "it is beyond doubt that 3 pans 

on different claims on Eldorado creek, turned out $20U, $212 and 

$216, , . there are many running from $10 to $£0."- He calculated 

that with proper sluicing equipment, one man could handle as many 

as 1,000 pans per day. Nonetheless, the department accepted these 

reports with caution, for they were based on reports to the commissioner 

rather than his own observation. By this time Ogilvie observed that 

other regions were being forsaken for the Klondike. Already, he noted, 

miners were becoming close and reticent about their claims, in contrast 

to the traditional free and open exchange of information so character­

istic of the "bid timers.«; An open traffic in claims, in which they 

changed hands many times, 
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was another new feature of the mining camp, as the intimation of 

unprecedentedly r ich s t r ikes began t o dawn on the remote community* 

The winter of l89?s-8 was a hard one , under spartan conditions for 

the hopeful few. to brave a Klondike winter. Food was short and 

re l i e f delayed. The f i r s t steamer after the break-up., the May West, 

arrived with limited supplies only on 8 June 18°8. Eight or nine 

steamers followed in rapid succession, bearing the vanguard of the 

stampeders, those lucky enough t o escape a fleecing in the dives of 

Skagway, hardy enough to have packed the requ is i t e thousand pounds of 

supplies and equipment over the k i l l i ng White and Chilkoot passes 

(or well-heeled enough to pay Indian porters at ra tes in the order of 

f ive cents a pound ) \ and f ina l ly those who had made the treacherous 

p®s®age down the Yukon in often has t i l y b u i l t c r a f t . Some managed on 

r a f t s . The gold-rush was in f u l l spate, though i ron ica l ly most of the 

valuable ground had been staked out the previous season, 

Dawson in those 2©~hour long, hot summer days, with a t h r ee -

to four-hour br ight twi l ight between sun and sun, must have presented 

an exhilarat ing and fascinat ing sight to the new a r r iva l s— those not 

too exhausted or penniless to appreciate the s igh t . They beheld: 

a sprawling shack and tent town, wide dusty main s t ree t , , with frame 

shops, cafes , hotels and mushrooming brokerage and insurance of f ices , 

many with the fa l se fronts so much a feature of the Hollywood film 

s e t . With nei ther s t r ee t names nor numbering, addresses could 

only be designated vaguelyi many new ar r iva ls spent days searching 

for los t par tners , Dawson, despite the close and implacable 

survei l lance of the North-West Mounted Folic©, could nonetheless only 
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be described as a "wide-open"' mining camp, in which the bars,, gambling 

rooms and dance hal ls did a land-office business^ though with the fan tas t ic 

prices prevailing tha t summer, and in some measure through the summer 

of SQQ as we l l , one would wel l wonder who could afford to patronize 

them. For of the thousands who s e t out , few arrived, and of those, 

who arr ived, few indeed found any gold, aptly i l l u s t r a t i n g the 

sc r ip tu ra l injunction, "for many are ca l led , but few are chosen."' 

The newly-launched Klondike Nugget, in i t s f i r s t i ssue of 16 June 

I898, under the heading "The North and the Unsuccessful Gold Digger,"' 

ant icipat ing the influx to come, commented t ha t if t h i s gold-rush 

ran t rue t o form, not one man i n a hundred would s t r i ke i t r ich* In 

the future, however, other resources than gold would support t he 

t e r r i t o ry* in the course of which "ho one may be expected to play 

a more important part than the man who came expecting to find gold 
6 

and was disappointed."' AlasJ i t was Klondike herself which was t o 

suffer disappointment, but none could foresee t h i s in tha t feverish 

summer of '98 . A jewel le r ' s advertisement ref lects the s p i r i t of tha t 

far off summer, on the 6Jlth p a r a l l e l . 

Daylight a l l the time. The only thing tha t w i l l save you from 
too much diss ipat ion is Correct Time. Have your watches 
repaired by E. Merman. 7 

With eggs a t #18 a dozen,chickena #10 apiece, potatoes #1 per 
8 

pound, a porterhouse, steak $8, apples and oranges a do l la r each,, 

a simple radish at $L„ and a bowl of tinned oyster stew- at #15, even 

the harrassed supermarket shopper of today would have been aghast 

at the prohibi t ive in f la t ion of a f ron t ie r mining town. Cabins rented 

for from #7/5 t o #100 per month, and one could have a shave and a 
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haircut for $le£o, quite reasonable by current standards nearly 

three-quarters of a century later. Do hire a horse and waggon, on 
9 

the other hand, cost $150 per day. Substantial fare was available, 

for those with the money to pay, as the following menu at the 

Regina Cafe, for Dominion Day, 1898, indicates! 

Consomme, a la jardiniere 
Rockpoint oysters, raw 

Gherkins Picalilli 
lobster cutles, a la Newburg 
Pickled English walnuts 

Chicken Salad en Mayonaise 
Broiled Moose chops a Champignons 

Tongue, Roast Beef, Boiled Ham 
Bengal Club Chutney 

Saratoga Chips 
Assorted Cakes &Jellies 

Pears Peaches 
Edam Gheese 
Cafe 

Wines Cigars 

To wh ich the Yukon Midnight Sun added the following for the comfort 

of its readerss 

The eatables on the card we publish below and only add the 
remark that we hope the reading of the bill will cause no hard 
feelings among those who are eating beans and bacon and baking 
powder bread* 10 

So high was the cost of labour that travellers reported that restaurants 

and roadhouses preferred to serve tinned berries than to pay pickers 

to harvest the crop at their doorsj. that tinned salmon appeared on 

the menus of river steamers while the waters they plied teemed with 

salmon. A turkey dinner in Dawson the summer of '98 cost $5". 

Small wonder that the stampeders yet to strike it rich lived on 

beans and bacon. 

Saloon keepers and gamblers were assured a lucrative living, 



as were the dance hall girls who exploited to the full the prodigal and 

spendthrift ways of men just in from the creeks. Saloon keepers 

were considered a constructive element of society by The Sun; they 

employed considerable help, contributed generously to charities and 

local projects., and undoubtedly provided a commodity in high demand. 

The paper thought well to print a warning to card sharks in its issue 

of k duly 1898s 

I t might be of i n t e r e s t to some t o learn t h a t according to the 
criminal code in vogue here, a punishment of three years in 
the penitent iary i s the penalty for cheating in any game of 
chance* 11 

Dawson's Pioneer Press 

Clearly so "thriving a community called for a newspaper and in 

June of 1898 not one, but two, publishing weekly,, were forthcoming* 

The two argued subsequently which could r igh t fu l ly claim to be 

Dawson's f i r s t newspaper. On t h e basis of the very f i r s t i s s u e , 

according t o *xerre Berton, the d i s t inc t ion belongs to the Klondike 

Hujgget, whose enterprising proprietor and ed i tor borrowed a type-
12 

wri ter to produce h is f i r s t edi t ion on 27 May 1898, This admittedly 

would hardly pass as a newspaper, even by small-town standards* 

The Midnight Sun came out with the f i r s t i ssue from a proper 

print ing press; on 11 June I898, a diminutive quarter s i z e , 8-page 

edi t ion, whose edi tor and proprietor was G.B, Swinehart. The annual 

subscription was $15, "Invariably in advance,"1 and 50 cents per 

copy, M5.ning and local items formed the ear ly fare of these pioneer 

newspapers, as might be expected, par t icu la r ly before the days of the 

government telegraph l ine to "the outside". The f i r s t issue of 

The Sun did in fac t include brief items on the Spanish-American War 

- 11 -
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13 
and an Anglo-French dispute in West Africa, The Sun's edi t ion of 

20 June retained the same quarter-size dimensions., but increased to 

a dozen pages5 by 18 July the paper appeared in the s ize and format i t 

was to r e t a i n - - k. pages, (1?2 inches by 23 inches ) , 1 columns to the 

page. The opening e d i t o r i a l announceds 

I t i s with no small pleasure t ha t with t h i s issue of the 
Yukon Midnight Sun we see fu l f i l l ed our repeated promises 
to furnish the people of Dawson a weekly newspaper. . . 
The Yukon Midnight Sun wi l l be a clean, br ight sheet , free from 
domination by any c l a s s , cl ique or organization. I t w i l l be 
conscientious in the effort to be r e l i ab l e on a l l subjects 
at a l l times % r e f l ec t the soc ia l and business l i f e of the c i ty 
and be an i n t e l l i gen t exponent of the great mining and other 
valuable i n t e r e s t s of the Yukon va l ley . , . lit 

Very much to t he point too , the edi tor in an issue a month l a t e r 

assured his readers t h a t he would give them a paper offering value 

for the money, rather than charging what the t r a f f i c would bear 

in the inf lated conditions of a gold-rush. This same i s s u e , 18 July 

1898, stated tha t t he i r plant had been shipped from a west coast 

American port (probably Seat t le ) to S t . Michael, at the mouth of the 

Yukon, a year ago, where i t had had to be stored for the winter due 

to the lateness of the season, m the meantime, a l igh t makeshift 

pr int ing plant had been packed i n over the passes and thence down 

the Yukon by steamer. The permanent plant had arrived on the 

steamer John J. Healev from S t . Michael on 9 July I898— probably 

accounting for the grea t ly enhanced appearance of the paper, expanded 

to i t s f u l l s i z e , by 18 July . 

As a service t o the miners,, The Sun prepared a Guide to. Dawson 

and the Yukon Mining D i s t r i c t , to be available by 10 August and t o 

include such useful information as mining regulations for' both Yukon 


