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A Community of Men

The Klondike gold rush has eclipsed the early history of
the Yukon Territory. This proves twofold unfortunate: first, because
the Klondike rush cannot be understood without the historical frame-
work of the pre-1896 period; secondly, because the Klondike rush in
its historical context can be considered a momentary aberration of
Yukon history. Tre Yukon presents a case study of how to deal with
an inaccessible territory and a harsh climate., The adventurers who
dared the Yukon - fur traders and prospectors - formed an interdependent
community. This society, based on the golden rule, gave the men the
margin required for survival in the Yukon. The Klondike hordes
temporarily destroyed the community of traders and prospectors, but
a decade after the gold rush the spirit and practice of the Yukon
pioneers partiaslly reasserted itself, The immense wealth of the
Klondike strike and the plethora of romantic, nostalgic writings on
the 1897-98 rush have obscured the most successful response to the
harsh environment of the Yukon. Contemporary companies, eager to mine
Yukon resources at the urging of the Department of Northern Development,
would do well to forget the El Dorado approach of the Klondike gold
rush and, instead, to follow the example of the early traders and

prospectors,

In the beginning was the Indian, Without the Indian the
fur trader would not have ventured into the Yukon, and without the
trading posts the miners could not have prospected. Very seldom, how=-
ever did the White man recognize his debt to the Indian and regarded

him at best as a child, at worst as a savage. Instead, the White man



used the Indian to provide furs and provisions for the trading posts.
One of the most significant features of Yukon history in the 19th
century was the generous assistance given the White man by the
trusting Indian, thereby permitting the exploration of the country

to proceed,

Argument on the question of who "discovered" the Yukon River
is puerile, given that the Indian had been living and travelling
along that river for several thousand years. As one friend of the
Indian, Jim Lotz, put it, "Columbus may have 'discovered! America
but the {Eigenous peoples....... were not aware that their land was
lost."(l) Hence discussion of the exploration of the Yukon River is

relative to the experience of the White man.

To the 19th century White man the northern frontier
represented a lost territory where fur-trading dreams could still
come true, The desire for peltry profits lured White men to the
Yukon River in the 1830's; from the Bering Sea came the Russians and
from the Mackenzie River the British., In 1830 the Russian-American
Company commenced the eastern pincer movement, dispatching an armed
brig to explore Norton Sound for trading possibilities.(z) A favour-
able report encouraged Baron Wrangell to direct Michael Tebenkof the
following year to establish a trading post on St., Michael Island.
This station, called Michaelouski Rngoubt, began trade with the
Indians in 1833.(3) Soon after its establishment the neighbouring
Unaligmut Indians attacked the Michaelouski Redoubt, but its commander,

Kurupanof, beat off the attack. The Russian technique of dealing with



the Indians must have suffered from serious flaws, for the history of
their trading posts along the Yukon River was marged by such outbursts

of violence,

Yet the exploration of the Yukon, called the Kivikhpak at
this time, progressed under the Russian explorer-traders Glasunof and
Malakof. The latter ascended the Yukon in native skin boats (bidarras)
some 575 miles where he built the post of Nulato.(b) The station
consisted of several small houses with no stockade, a lack which cost
the Russians dearly at this and other posts, Scarcity of provisions
and unfriendly natives persuaded Malakof and his fellow traders to
leave Nulato and winter at Michaelouski Redoubt.(S) On their return
in the spring the Russians found the buildings at Nulato completely
destroyed by fire. The Indians, showing remarkable prescience, had
decided that they did not want permanent white settlements near their
villages, The Russians, demonstrating remarkable stupidity, rebuilt
the post without a stockade. On their return from Michaelouski the
following season the Russians were rewarded by the usual sight of
burned-out buildings. This time the bidarshik or commander of the
post, took the measure of placating the neighbouring chiefs with
presents, This technique worked for some time until a visiting
British naval officer, Lieutenant Barnard, inadvertently insulted an
Indian chief., Lack of a stockade proved fatal this time as the
Indians wiped out the entire settlement.(é) Dependent upon the

Indians for fur, the Russian-American Company swallowed its pride and

deaths, and re-opened the post, this time with a stockade.



The Russians did not extend their trading arm much beyond
Nulato, although several exploratory thrusts were made. In June 1843
a Russian naval officer, Zagoskin, explored the Yukon above Nulato as

far as the mouth of the Nowikakat, where hostile Indians forced him to

(7)
turn back. Thus at the time of the establishment of the first

British trading post on the Yukon River in 1847, Russian penetration
along the Yukon had reached only the Nowikakat. A meeting between the
two expanding fur-trading powers never occurred, although some time
after the establishment of Fort Yukon Russian traders made a final thrust

into the in%egior reaching Nuklukayet, a few miles below the mouth of
8
the Tanana. The reason for "peaceful co-existence'" was, according

to A, H. Brooks of the United States Geological Survey, geographical
rather than political,

The reason why the Russian traders never ascended
the river above Nuklukayet is obvious - their clumsy
boats would be unmanageable in the swift water which
prevails through much of the Rampart region above.
The same point seems to have been reached by the
Hudson (sic) Bay traders, who descended the river
from Fort Yukon for the purpose of barter with the
natives. If any confirmatory evidence were needed
that the Russians were familiar with the Yukon as
far as the mouth of the Tanana, it would be found in
the fact that the lower Tanana natives included a
large number of Russian words in their vocabulary.
As it is known that they did not descend the Yukon,
they must have acquired these by contact with the
Russian traders at the mouth of the Tanana.(9)

Rapids on the Yukon prevented the Russians from carrying their explor-
ations above Nuklukayet and precluded a clash with the eastward
expanding Hﬁdson's Bay Company.

John Bell, a Chief trader in the Hudson's Bay Company, had

explored Peel River in 1839 and established Fort MacPherson on the Peel



in 1840. Bell then crossed the mountains to the east where he
discovered the Rat River, later renamed the Bell, (10) Two years

later Bell returned to the Rat River and travelled down it until the
Junction with the Porcupine., He continued down the Porcupine for
three days to the vicinity of the 1li41st meridian, the boundary agreed
upon by Russian and England in 1825. Bell returned to his exploration
of the Porcupine in 1844 and followed the river to its junction with
the Yukon River, meaning "Great River'" in the local Indian language.(ll)
Excited at the fur-trading potential of this untapped region along the
Yukon, Bell decided to establish a post at the confluence of the Yukon
and the‘Porcupine. For this task Bell tapped Alexander Hunter Murray,
who hailed from Kilmun, Argyllshire, Scotland. Murray had learned the
fur-trade ropes in the emplo& of the American Fur Company, and later as
a senior clerk in the Hudson's Bay Company for the Mackenzie River
DistrictElZ) Now he had the dubious honour of building the most

isolated Hudson's Bay Company post in the West.

On June 18, 18L7, Murray left Lapierre House on the Bell River
and followed that river to the Porcupine. Seven days later Murray
resched the Yukon., On the east bank of the Yukon about three miles
above the mouth of the Porcupine, Murray built a post - Fort Yukon -
where he wintered.(lB) ;

Murray's trip to the site of Fort Yukon did not fulfill the
image of a courageous White man venturing alone into the wilderness
dependent on the childish whims of savages. Rather, the Indians with

théir assistance made Murray's trip possible. A group of Peel River

Indians travelled with Murray in the caﬁacity of guides and provisioners,



At various points along the route other Indian tribes appeared with
gifts of fresh game. These latter Indians also noted the various
hazards along the route and acted as guides for their particular
region. Murray's guides even knew the possible site for Fort Yukon
and provided succour to his drooping spirits at the first impressions
of the Yukon River -

I (Murray) must say, as I sat smoking my pipe and my
face besmeared with tobacco juice to keep at bay the
mosquitoes still hovering in clouds around me, that
my first impressions of the Youcon (Sic) were anything
but favourable. As far as we had come (2% miles) I
never saw an uglier river, everywhere low banks,
apparently lately overflowed, with lakes and swamps
behind, the trees too small for building, the water
abominably dirty and the current furious; but I was
consoled with the hopes held by our Indian informant
that a short distance further on was higher land.(1l4)

Hence it was with Indian guidance that Murray finally found a suitable

site for Fort Yukon, "a ridge of dryland extending about 300 yards
(15)
parallel with the river, and ninety yards in width."

After Murray began constructing the buildings, the Indians performed
the function of public relations men and informed their neighbouring
brethren of the coming of the White man. Their mission proved success-
ful and Murray soon found himself playing host to several bands of
Indians., Murray showed understanding of the Indians' customs and also
great patience of their lengthy "speechifying",

The principal chief, after being spoken to by several
others walked to the front and made a speech, the

longest I ever listened to, except, perhaps, a

cameronian sermon, and some parts of (it) equally far
from the text. The interpreter could not repeat one
fourth of it. He began by telling us the bravery of

his nation, the extent of their country, the quantity

of furs they could bring, and the Moose and Rain deer
they could kill, and after a super - extra allowance of
boasting and self-praise arrived at what I wanted to hear.




He said the White Chief had spoken truth, they found now

that they had been cheated by the other bands, and would

thereafter bring their furs to us; they wished no more to

see the 'twisted! (the Rat Indians under Grand Blanc) in

their country, they had told them, what was not true, and

they had given up hopes of seeing us, and some of them

were Jjust preparing to go and meet the other whites down

the river, but they would not; that they had not so many

furs at present, but would soon bring what they had; as

they much wanted beads and guns., He and his followers

were glad that we had come to their country and wished us

to remain amongst them and they would strive to supply us

with meat, and what other things we required.(16
A1l the elements for a successful trading post existed: an area rich in
furs, Indians willing to bring in the furs and supplies, and no apparent
rivals in the vicinity. Only the latter point gave Murray some disquiet,
because he knew that Fort Yukon rested on Russian territory.
By the Agreement of 1839 between the Russian-American Company and the
Hudson's Bay Company, the latter had agreed, ".....not (to) trade with
the Indians nor receive in trade or barter nor hunt any furs or pelt§ies

(17
on any part of the Russian territory on the northwest coast....."
Murray knew of the agreement and, courtesy of Sir John Franklin's
observations for longitude on the Mackenzie River, Murray was able to
roughly plot where the 1lhlst meridian lay. On June 21, 1847, Murray
wrote in his Journal, "We are now, according to my reckoning, across
the Boundary Line, and I have been on the look out as we came along for
a site whereon to build, should %t §o happen that we are compelled to
18

retreat upon our own territory," It would slightly dishearten
Murray to know that he actually had some fifty miles further to traverse
before reaching the boundary. In the long run he achieved that goal

for Fort Yukon was well within Russian territory.



The illegality of Fort Yukon did not bother Murray, but he
was concerned with the security of the post, "The bastions will be

made as strong as possible, roomy and convenient. When all this is

(19)
finished the Russians may advance when theyd d please.,"

Murray, having secured his defenses, then proceeded to compete with
the Russians for the trade of the Indians by telling tall tales of how
the Russians cheated them with inferior merchandise. Initially Murray
succeeded in his designs but by the second year the competition with
the Russians became serious. In 1848 Murray wrote his superior that,

In November I had no idea of being troubled with the
Russians until the following summer, but here they
were, wintering down on the same river, with plenty
of goods and trading at prices far below our tariff,
and endeavouring to set our own Indians against us.

I have been accustomed to the strongest kind of
opposition while in the south, and would like nothing
better, as I love a row, than to have it again, but I
should wish also to have the means of competing.(20)

Murray must have received adequate supplies, for Fort Yukon prospered
despite Russian competition. The end of Fort Yukon came not as a
result of financial losses but of imperialistic horse~trading. The
United States purchased Alaska in 1867 from Russia and moved quickly
to assert sovereignty over the entire territory. In 1869 the American
Government, particularly sensitive toward British encroachments,
unceremoniously ejected the Hudson's Bay Company from Fort Yukon.

This ejection did not end the Company's presence in the Yukon, for
another of its traders, cut from the same Scottish cloth as Murray, had

already explored the headwaters of the Yukon River.

Unlike Murray in the north, Robert Campbell experienced



considerable hardship in establishing posts in the southern part of
Yukon, Campbell did not have the benefit of a large party of Indians
to travel with him and act as hunters and interpreters., Scarcity of
game exacerbated his condition. Commissioned to establish a post at
Dease Lake in contemporary northern British Columbia, Campbell
completed a post in the winter of 1838-9, His description of that
winter at Dease Lake zives some idea of the fortitude of the Hudson's
Bay Company explorer-traders,

We passed a winter of constant danger from the

savage Russian (Coast) Indians, and of much

suffering from starvation., We were dependent

for subsistence on what animals we could catch

and, failing that, on 'tripe de roche'. We

were at one time reduced to such dire straits

that we were obliged to eat our parchment

windows, and our last meal before abandoning

Dease Lake, on 8th May, %8%?, consisted of the
lacing of our snow shoe.(2

It turned out that Campbell's effort was in vain, for the Agreement of
1839 had given the Hudson's Bay Company the privilege of leasing a
coastal strip of Russian America, eliminating the need for an inland
post at Dease Lake., When Campbell left Dease Lake in the sbring of

1839, the post was permanently abandoned.

Campbell's next commission came in the spring of 1840 -
"To explore the north branch of the Liard to its source, and to cross
the height-of-land in search of any river flowing to the westward,
especially the head-waters of the Colville, "which had just been
discovered by Messrs. Dease and Simpson.(zz) Campbellts party of
seven left Fort Halkett on the Liard in May, following that river

until its junction with another stream running north. Campbell
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continued up the latter stream until he came to a mountain lake which
he named Frances in honour of Lady Simpson., Beyond the Lake Campbell
and a few of his companions ascended a river valley and proceeded to
its source, Finlayson's Lake, There Campbell struck across a divide
to the Pelly named after the Governor of the.Hudson's Bay Company at
that time.(23) After reaching the Pelly River Campbell rejoined the
main body of his party at Finlayson's Lake. By this exploration
Campbell had opened a route to the Yukon territory, for the Pelly
flowed into the Yukon River. By 1840, then, routes into both the
northern and southern Yukon had been established by Hudson's Bay

traders John Bell and Robert Campbell,

After the delay of a year the Company decided to follow up
the Yukon discoveries and ordered Campbell to build a post on the
Pelly, This he carried out in 1842, A naturally adventurous and
curious man, Campbell explored the Pelly to its junction with the
Yukon, Campbell mistakeply named the confluence the Pelly, and the
upper Yukon the Lewes.(ZA) Returning to the more sedentary life at
Fort Pelly Banks, Campbell carried on a lucrative trade with the
"Stick" Indians, so called because they came from the land of
forest or "sticks." In 1847 the Company called for a new post
at the confluence of the Pelly and Lewes Rivers, Faithful Robert
carried out the order in 1848, first situating Fort Selkirk right
at the confluence and later moving it to a site a short way below that
point on the Lewes.(zs) Campbell gave flooding as his reason for the

move, This post enabled Campbell to deal more directly with the
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Stick Indians who lived and hunted in the environs of Fort Selkirk.

As could be expecied, Campbell's wanderlust soon had him on
the move. In 1850 he experienced the urge to know whether his Pelly
and Alexander Murray's Yukon were one and the same river. This he
proved by arriving at Fort Yukon one mosquito morning. To return
whence you came is, as any traveller of Highway 401 will agree, a bore,
so Campbell felt a round trip would be more interesting. This
accounted for his route home via the Porcupine and Mackenzie Rivers.(zé)
Needless to say, the traders at Fort Simpson were surprised when
Campbell appeared from the wrong direction, for they had no idea that
Fort Yukon could be reached from Fort Selkirk, Due to extremely
dangerous travelling conditions on the Lisrd, supplies were henceforth

sent to Fort Selkirk byway of Fort Yukon.

About this time the fur trade in the Southern Yukon
experienced difficulties. The Hudson's Bay Company post on the
Pacific coast proved cheaper to operate than the inland posts of Port
Pelly Banks, Frances Lake or even Fort Selkirk., When Fort Pelly Banks
burned in 1849 the Company abandoned it; Fort Frances was closed in
1851.(27) Another problem appeared as the coastal Indians, the
Chilkoot or Chilkats, became angry at the interference by Fort Selkirk
with their monopoly of Stick Indian trade. Previously the Sticks had
traded with the Chilkats, who in turn traded with the Hudson's Bay
Company at the coastal post. The Chilkats, in their role as exploiting
middlemen, were disturbed when the found Fort Selkirk cutting off the

supply of furs at its source., According to William Ogilvie the



Chilkat Indians operated on the simple but effective principle that,

The good old rule

Sufficeth them, the simple plan,

That they shall take who have the power

And they shall keep who can. (28)
During the summer of 1852 rumors reached Fort Selkirk that the Chilkats
planned to regain their monopoly by destroying the post. The local
Stick Indians loyal to Campbell, remained close to the fort during the
summer to deter a Chilkat attack. But the wily Chilkats took advantage
of the one occasion the Sticks absented themselves from the vicinity
and overwhelmed the occupants of the fort. Since the attack was based
on the solid economic principle of profit motive, no blood was shed.
Instead the Chilkats expelled Campbell from the fort and appropriated
all the trading goods.(29) By the time Campbell returned with Stick
Indians the Chilkats had departed, leaving the cupboérd very bare.
Unable to conduct trade without goods, Campbell had no choice but to

leave and there began another epic journey.

Campbell first headed off one of his men, Stewart, who was
returning from Fort Yukon, and ordered him to retrace his steps. Then,
taking a canoe, Campbell headed up the Pelly alone, crossed the divide
to Frances Lake and followed the Liard to Fort Simpson. But Campbell
had to reach another Simpson, Sir George, in order to ask for permission
to re-open Fort Selkirk., Having already covered some 1,700 miles from
Fort Selkirk to Fort Simpson, Campbell set out on snowshoes for Crow
Wing (now St. Paul), Minnesota, a distance of 2,500 miles.(BO)

Campbell completed this amazing hike on March 13, (1853), and headed
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(31)
immediately for London, arriving on April 18. There he pleaded in

vain his case for the re-establishment of Fort Selkirk. The directors
of the Hudson's Bay Company felt that the inland posts were too costly
to maintain, given that the Stick Indians would bring their furs to the
coastal post.(32) Fort Selkirk went the way of Fort Pelly Banks and
Fort Frances, and the buildings were left for the local Indians to
demolish in search of nails, The history of Hudson's Bay trading posts
in the Southern Yukon waxed and waned in a twelve~year period, and had

disappeared permanently seventeen years before an American Army officer

terminated the activity of Fort Yukon.

Thus ended the first saga of White man history of the Yukon,
The Hudson's Bay Company, despite the awful difficulties posed by the
great distances of the Yukon, had opened both the northern and the
southern regions of the territory to the fur trade. Men of the
fortitude of Alexander Murray and Robert Campbell understood the task
of building and maintaining posts in this hitherto unexplored region.
The success of the trading posis depended to a significant degree upon
the Indians who welcomed the White man with good will, abundant furs,
and fresh provisions., Only the Chilkats proved an exception to this
rule and perhaps this can be explained by their over-exposure to the
White man's business methods., After more than a decade of profitable
trading the fact became obvious that costs could be cut by allowing the
Stick Indians in the southern Yukon to carry their furs to the coastal
posts, The iron law of profit and loss carried the day and as natural

and unnatural misfortunes overtook the posts of the Yukon interior,



the Hudson's Bay Company abandoned them, The American ousting of
Company traders at Fort Yukon in 1869 administered the coup de grace

to the British presence in the Yukon., During the next quarter century
the history of the Yukon looked west to American Alaska instead of east
to Hudson's Bay Company posts., Needless to say, the Canadian presence
had yet to make itself felt in the Yukon, for the Yukon Territory itself
had to bring about Canadian recognition of its northern frontier through

the culmination of a movement of traders and prospectors,

The movement received its major support from the fur trade
but made a subtle accommodation with prospectors. American commercial
interests filled the hiatus left by the Russians and the British. In
1868 Hutchinson, Kohl and Company of San Francisco bought out the
Russian-Alaska Company. Under the name of the Alaska Commercial
Company this firm established posts along the Yukon, usually on former
sites, The formation of trade relations with the Indians proved more
difficult than previously. The American traders did not share the
patience of an Alexander Murray in dealing with the Indians, and their
brisk, efficient manner conflicted with the “speechifying". Excellent
businessmen, the Americans accommodated themselves to Indian manners
enough to form a trading relationship. The line of trading posts

stretching from St, Michael to Fort Yukon prospered.

Those trading posts made possible the development of an
industry which later dominated Yukon history - mining., The initial

step in mining, prospecting, could not be carried on without supply






