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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, 1897-98, large American mercan-
tile firms which were experienced in Yukon River trade competed
along with other outfitters, wholesalers and distributors for a last-
ing slice of the Yukon trade. From this outfitting rush grew an en-
during hinterland relationship between the Yukon and its prima-
rily 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 rec-
ognizable merchant element had emerged. Over the next season
supply lines for a more stable market were established and Daw-
son’s merchant community became more specialized and so-
phisticated, at the same time showing an observable hierarchy
and considerable civic spirit. In 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 mark-
edly reduced Dawson’s mercantile ranks.

Submitted for publication 1975, by Margaret Archibald, History
Research Division, Parks Canada, Ottawa, Ontario.
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Introduction: The Entrepreneur

This particular version of the Klondike story is devoted to the en-
trepreneur, the person 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 to-
tality and foresaw the mining community in terms of its most bla-
tant needs and its probable life-style.

The naive assumption that the Klondike gravel beds had nug-
gets 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. In the surviving sources which chronicle those
voyages north, the question “Why?" is never asked, nor are indi-
viduals' 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 people 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 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. In 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 Daw-
son's case, brought sharply into focus.

For this same reason, the social and economic underpinnirgs
of the boom and bust legend are more obvious. Dawson 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, disas-
ter 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 disease took as great a toll of hu-
man life as the formidable Chilkoot? Or that the nugget-scooping
gold miner would eventually become one of hundreds of thou-
sands 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 ex-
perience of each becomes a fundamental element of the struc-
ture 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 Daw-
son merchant community must also be examined. From these it
becomes apparent how the entrepreneurial frame of mind
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 com-
munity, it is necessary to examine its individual members more
closely. After 1898 the community became exceedingly special-
ized. The grocery and provisions merchant was the nearest heir
among those specialists to the river trader, and his range of stock
was the closest approximation to the traditional outfit. Of the spe-
ciality trades, the grocer’s trade in the basics of survival was (not
surprisingly) covered most carefully by local newspapers. Simi-
larly, material from diaries, personal reminiscences and inter-
views 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 mat-
ters 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 explora-
tion, trade and mining were formulated in offices thousands of
miles away. On the other hand were the individuals, the prospec-
tors and traders who were just as deliberately spending their
lives on the wilderness frontier, searching for the streak and con-
tinually pushing on. One tends to think of them as opposites, the
corporate citizen and the adventurer. The irony is that the foun-
dation of Yukon trade patterns was laid down by their harmoni-
ous relationship. The dichotomy of the mercantile character, cor-
porate 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 sphéres 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 influen-
tial trading concern along the river, the Alaska Commercial Com-
pany of San Francisco. The transition from this to a third phase is
marked by a diversification of trade and the change of the ac-
cepted 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 communi-
ties; it sprang up at the confluence of the Stewart and Yukon riv-
ers 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. In 1896 and 1897, all these towns were deserted
for the greatest El Dorado of them ali, Dawson. 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 thé Yukon
valley, two Siberian merchants, Shelekhov and Golokhov, started
a fur-trading company.' 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 ob-
tained from Czar Paul | a 20-year charter as the Russian Ameri-
can Company. Within three years, trade in all phases of the enter-
prise, including shipbuilding, hardware manufacture and fresh
provision supply, had become so brisk that the czar and two
members of his family were encouraged to buy shares 2

Meanwhile the Hudson’s Bay Company was engaging in a par-
allel fur trade on the outer rim of the Russian territory. These Brit-
ish traders ventured from an inland base into the Yukon valtey,
over the divide which separated it from their own Northwest Terri-
tories. 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,? and no further trading was done by the Hudson’s Bay
Company in the area. In the meantime, the company had pene-
trated the country by a second route, descending the Porcupine
River from the Mackenzie Delta and Rat River. In 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 eventu-
ally (in 1862) its royal contract.®

This period of exploration gave Europeans of two trading em-
pires 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.” 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 ri-
valiry 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 de-
funct Russian American Company, the first by purchase, the sec-
ond 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 to-
ward shifting the machinery of the Bering trade to the Yukon val-
ley 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.® 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.®

Potential competition posed no immediate threat. The Pioneer
Company, composed of American and French-Canadian met-
chants, established a trading station some 12 miles below the
fork of the Tanana and Yukon rivers in 1868, but it lasted only one
season.'9 Those of its traders who wanted to continue their Yu-
kon ventures did so by turning over their services to the AC Com-
pany. '

In turning their sights away — though by no means totally - from
the Bering Sea to the Yukon River, the American firm was deter-
mined 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 headwa-
ters of the river itself lay indisputably within British reach. In 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 and then on American territory. !

The monopoly was secured beyond a reasonable doubt, and
as if to prove and proclaim the fact, in the year of its ultimatum to
the Hudson’s Bay Company, the AC Company's first steamer,
Yukon, puffed its way from Saint Michael on the Bering Sea upri-
ver of the abandoned Fort Yukon. There it deposited a veteran
trader, one Moishe Mercier, to carry on the exchange of trade
goods for pelts. There was a significant series of arrivals at the
post in 1872-73; Arthur Harper, LeRoy Napoleon (known as
Jack) McQuesten and Al Mayo, all of them seasoned prospec-
tors, came into contact with Mercier and the company.'2 It was
the Québecois Mercier who convinced these men to enter the
employ of the AC Company, as he had. He must have made the
company seem attractive, for they followed his advice and sent
back to Saint Michael for supplies. They prepared to support
their personal exploration and prospecting by trading for the
company.'3 By 1875 all three were on the company payroll and
were stationed at Fort Reliance, about six miles south on the Yu-

kon from Dawson's present site.'* They were destined to be
among the valley's best-known inhabitants.

During these years the company established similar agree-
ments with many independent prospectors. They were placed on
the books for a yearly receipt of goods at a given post on the riv-
er. These goods they received at prices 25 per cent above San
Francisco wholesale prices and could sell as they saw fit.'> With
this kind of backing, McQuesten and Harper formed a partner-
ship in 1875 which was to last 17 years.'¢ They were joined in
1882 by an upstate New Yorker, Joseph Ladue, who was per-
suaded (as they had been) to support his profession of prospect-
ing by trading for the AC Company.

These fur traders were not alone in their search for “good col-
ours” along the gravels of the Yukon and its tributaries. While the
Russians had failed to unearth gold, and the Hudson's Bay trad-
ers had been indifferent to it, these prospector-traders were part
of a new breed which was picking its precarious way over the Pa-
cific mountain ridge in search of the mineral which was tradition-
ally found in its shadow. Many were veterans (as was Joseph La-
due) of a long search which led from strike to strike across the
continent in search of the mother lode.'” For many, the pursuit
had followed a trail along the continent’s northwestern backbone,
from California in 1849 and Cariboo in 1860 along the Stikine to
the Cassiar in 1867.'8

The fact that the wayward iode might meander even further
north must have occurred to many. it was a matter of braving the
combined hostility of terrain, climate and mistrustful natives. The
Hudson'’s Bay Company had entered the territory from the Mack-
enzie River, the AC Company from the Yukon’s mouth. To the ex-
ploring prospector already interested in the northern mountain-
ous interior of British Columbia, one of the closest alternatives
was access to the river's southern headwaters from the coast.
The route offered an immediate — but by no means easy ~ entry to
the gold-bearing territory through two possible passes, later
known as the legendary Chilkoot and White passes. These led in-
land from the Lynn Canal on the Alaska Panhandle across the
coastal range to the edge of Bennett Lake, and eventually to the
Yukon River itself.

The pass north of Dyea, the Chilkoot, was probably first ex-
plored by a white man in 1875 when an American, George Holt,
entered the Yukon district by that route. This scaling of the Chil-
koot by a goldseeker boded well, for Holt was able to report am-
ple deposits of coarse gold on the other side.'? In this way began
the trickle of searchers who would systematically comb the Yu-
kon River basin, stubbornly making their way up each of its po-
tential tributaries. The Lewes, the Big Salmon, the Pelly and even-



tually the Stewart rivers were explored with a determination which
was maintained as long as each stream was productive. Until
1886 the Stewart River was the most rewarding find. In that same
year, however, Franklin and Madison made a promising strike in
the Forty Mile district, and miners rushed from Stewart to the new
diggings with the predictable fickleness of good gold
prospectors.?0

Obviously the basis of trade shifted significantly under the im-
pact of gold and goldseekers. Fur was still a staple product of the
hinterland, but gold was superseding it as an economic base
wherever it was discovered, especially since the larger quantities
yielded by the newly discovered gravel beds could support
whole communities rather than isolated knots of prospecting part-
ners. George Dawson, the Canadian government geologist who
conducted a survey of the territory in 1887, estimated that the
Stewart River alone had produced over $100,000 in gold.?' He
estimated the district's total white population to be 250 that year2?
—aninsignificant number in the Yukon's vastness.

The rising population of miner-consumers was served by the
same basic shipping and distribution mechanism which had
served the AC Company's fur traders. Steamers from San Fran-
cisco transshipped goods at Saint Michael to the company's fleet
of river sternwheelers (consisting of the Yukon, the St. Michael
and the New Racketby 1883)2 which held together the chain of
supply points along the river. The process of supplying goods,
however, had its problems. In essence what the company hadto
cope with was a series of localized population explosions which
yearly upset estimates with needs that outstripped actual sup-
plies. The problem-was intensified when a discovery was made
too late in the season for sufficient supplies to be ordered before
shipping ended for the year. Such was the situation at the Stewart
River in 1886. Although the company had anticipated early in the
year the heavy demands which would likely be made that coming
winter and had accordingly sent in extra provisions,2* it had mis-
calculated the number of determined miners who were willing to
endure a Yukon winter. It was weeks after the ice had choked the
water route that Harper, the local agent, realized his plight. Sup-
plies were short and the community would be landlocked for an-
other six months. Harper’s appeal for more supplies was relayed
over the Chilkoot pass where it managed to reach a southbound
steamer harboured in the port of Dyea .25 The Post's supplies were
(fortunately) replenished.

The growth of gold-mining communities remoulded the inner
workings of the trade. The most radical changes involved the use
of gold dust as currency and the exercise of extensive credit.
Basically, an ounce of gold rather than a pelt became the cur-

rency unit and the medium of exchange at an accepted value of
$17.26 With nothing but gold dust to barter, and with most of his
capital invested in the initial purchase of the necessarily large
survival outfit the miner saw few coins or bills. The dust which
was used as currency was traditionally carried in a buckskin
“poke” or bag which was offered to the merchant to be weighed
before purchases were made. Most customers had their own

sets of scales, in addition to those kept on hand by the store-

keepers. “So adept does one become in a short time,"” declared
one miner, “that it takes but little longer to make change than with
coin."??

One of the most significant features of the trade along the gold-
producing creeks was the credit which was often extended to a
placer miner each season. In the form of winter rations, it tided
him over the unprofitable season until gravel panning was again
possible, and the gold from the large spring “‘cleanup” could be
used to buy more supplies. This liberal seasonal credit or "'grub-
stake” system, an economic necessity, was based on a principle
which underlay a whole morality in those isolated northern settle-
ments. Trust and honesty between individuals were imperative in
a country which would have no mercy for anyone abandoned by
the community. There had to be a strong and accepted ethic as a
basis for sheer survival.

The storekeeper's role was a responsible one in such an inter-
dependent community. In his calculations of a good credit risk he
would have to be an excellent judge of character. To those he
grubstaked, he served as partner, benefactor, banker (a position
of confidence) and agent between the miner and the assay office
in San Francisco.?® His experience both in prospecting and ex-
ploring could provide invaluable advice and, no doubt, sought-
after companionship during the interminable winter.

The responsibility of the trader to his clients demanded probi-
ty. If he cheated them, he was inviting disaster in the form of
speculation in limited quantities of supplies. The parent company
staunchly upheld such responsibility as a principle.

Our object is to simply avoid any possible suffering which the
large increase in population, insufficiently provided with articles
of food, might occasion . . . .

In this connection we deem it particularly necessary to say to
you, that traders in the employ of the Company, or such others as
draw their supplies from the stores of the Company, doing busi-

. ness relations with such parties must cease, as the Company

cannot permit itself to be made an instrument of oppression to-
wards anyone that they may come in contact with. 2

Individual agents, as well as company policy, were responsible
for upholding a code of justice and honesty. When Harper's post

10



was so short of goods during the winter of 1886, it was a credit to
that man'’s integrity that the remaining supplies were evenly di-
vided per capita for each miner to retrieve, whether or not he had
the gold dust for payment.30

Perhaps the man who made the most indelible impression on
the collective memory of the pioneer prospectors along the Yu-
kon River was Jack McQuesten. He and his partners Harper and
Mayo moved from the boom town of Forty Mile in 1888 to a loca-
tion farther north, where McQuesten was sure that outfitting pro-
spectors on the nearby Birch Creek would pay off.3! His gold-
seeker's intuition was correct, and, in 1893, the year of the Birch
Creek bonanza, he constructed his imposing two-storey log store
on a site which would become the Yukon River's newest boom
town, Circle City.32 The most remarkable feature of this operation
was the unlimited credit which he extended. While it was custom-
ary to extend credit to a man whom someone would guarantee,
McQuesten's books were said to contain the names of anywhere
from half to all of Circle City's population at one time or another.33
it was also said that the unbelievable sum of $100,000 extended
to miners in the season of 1894 was completely repaid in the fol-
lowing year.®* As long as the local creeks were brimming with
gold, and the San Francisco offices were willing to fill his enor-
mous orders, McQuesten remained the merchant prince of Circle
City. As one correspondent put it, “as in the case of that other
great monopolist, the Hudson's Bay Company, a nominal indebt-
edness did not imply an actual loss, only so much less profit."3%

The river trading post served the community in a variety of
ways. Take, for example, the case of Circle City. The town was
builtin American territory, but far away from any official control.
McQuesten's store served in such public capacities as library,
bank, post office and courthouse. The latter two functions were
symbolized by the presence of both the American flag and a
yardarm (in case of hangings) on the store's frame. Along with
whatever notices, official or otherwise, posted at the time,
McQuesten's store wall displayed the following threat, directed
to the most thoroughly despised offenders under the northern
code:

NOTICE
TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN
At a general meeting of miners held in Circle City it was the
unanimous Verdict that all thieving and stealing shall be
punished by WHIPPING AT THE POST AND BANISHMENT
FROM THE COUNTRY, the severity of the whipping and the guilt
of the accused to be determined by the Jury
SO ALL THIEVES BEWARE!36

Circle City managed its own justice. Forty Mile, however, was
in Canadian territory, and it was the first gold-rush community to
have its autonomy supplanted by the law and order laid down by
the North-West Mounted Police. The way was paved for the first
detachment by the incorruptible Inspector Constantine, who
established the first post across the mouth of the Forty Mile River
from the townsite in 1895. The illegal whiskey trade, which was
allegedly another of the peripheral services offered by McQues-
ten and Company, managed to continue unchecked at Circle
City. After 1895, however, those company traders working in Ca-
nadian territory had to restrain such elements of their extensive
operations.3’

As for the prices charged by the AC Company's traders, one
may quote William Ogilvie's report from his Yukon survey in 1887.
Qgilvie puts it succinctly: “their prices for goods in 1887 were not
exorbitant, yet there must have been a fair profit."38 The price of
flour, the cheapest and most common staple, declined consider-
ably over this period (from $17.50 for 100 pounds in 1873 to
$12.00in 1897)% while the prices of other staple articles, such as
bacon, sugar and tea, remained relatively steady, declining only
slightly over the same period. Of course shortages tended to
make staple prices shoot up far beyond the average. Constan-
tine reports paying $80 for 100 pounds of flour during the 1896
winter of rationing at Forty Mile.40

Basically, the Yukon River market, before the large-scale mi-
gration to the area, was a steady one. The staples in demand
were little different from those which would in time be sold to the
Klondike goldseekers. The prospector wanted less ammunition
and more hardware, but the contents of provisions outfits were
similar. What everyone needed was
flour, sugar, tea, coffee, rice, beans, bacon, rolled oats, evapo-
rated fruits, dehydrated vegetables, lard, macaroni, baking pow-
der, dried salmon, tobacco, evaporated and condensed milk,
syrup, malches, kerosene, traps, stores, tents, moccasins, shoe
pacs, moosehide mittens, heavy wool socks, underwear, shirts
and heavy outer clothing!

The stability of the price structure was largely due to the fact
that the AC Company’s monopoly along the river was complete.
Indeed, some of the company's agents did break their semi-part-
nership with the firm, becoming wholesale customers instead;
however, the terms of purchase between these commission mer-
chants and the supply company were similar to earlier ones in
that the traders remained relatively independent.42 When Harper
and Joseph Ladue formed A. Harper and Company, “dealers in
Miners’ and Prospectors’ outfits, traders in fine furs” at Sixty Mile
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Post, 43 there is no evidence that their company competed with its
parent firm.

The monopoly was finally cracked in 1892 with the founding of
the North American Transportation and Trading Company (the
NAT&T Company) by J.J. Healy and Portus B. Weare.** Healy
had been an independent trader and packer along the Chilkoot
trail when news of the Forty Mile strike reached him in 1887.45
Convinced that this was his chance to increase his stakes in Yu-
kon trade and wrest control of the river commerce from the AC
Company, he persuaded an American business acquaintance,
Portus B. Weare, of the soundness of his grand scheme to ex-
tract a fortune from the new strike. Backed by money from the
Chicago Cudahy meat firm, Healy and Weare launched their first
river steamer, the Portus B. Weare, in 1892.46 By the following
year their post, wharf, living quarters and storehouse were con-
structed at Fort Cudahy, across the river from the AC Company's
post at Forty Mile.

And so, in 1896, the year of the discovery of gold on what was
to become Bonanza Creek, the Yukon River had been success-
fully opened up from both ends to admit newcomers to the territo-
ry, and both of the large trading companies seemed to be in a
position to deal with a strike of any size.

With the addition of Dawson storehouses and warehouses to
its string, the AC Company had no fewer than 22 working posts
along the river.*” As important as this was the fact that its traders,
in their dealings with the company and with their fellow prospec-
tors, had laid a groundwork of personal and commercial qualities
which was essential to gold-rush merchants, both to their opera-
tions and to our understanding of them. The trust and brotherli-
ness, the cheerful companionship amid an engulfing isolation,
the unquestioning partnership, the honest flexibility of manage-
ment in times of acute shortage, all were characteristics of the
good river trader and points of reference for the Yukon supply
trade ever after. Few of these qualities survived the gold-rush
and its aftermath wholly intact. The new realities of a highly com-
plex system of supply and distribution called for men of a differ-
ent temperament. As the story unfolds, the effects of the boom
town economy on the character and structure of the river trade
will be shown. . :

Another fundamental part of the Klondike system was the con-
cept of a survival kit or outfit. Both trading companies had be-

come experienced suppliers of such yearly rations, and believed -

themselves expert at delivering to apparently forsaken depots
goods which prospectors were accustomed to at home 48 In-
deed, many brands were familiar to the northern prospector, but
the eating habits which resulted from the outfit and its limitations

were unlike anything known to an inhabitant of settled North
America.

In 1896, the astonishing discovery of nuggets (as opposed to
dust) in the Klondike valley triggered a rush among those miners
already in the Yukon valley which was of a magnitude until then
unknown. Nevertheless, the rush was clearly confined to those
fortunate enough that fall of 1896 to be “inside” (an apt northern
term distinguishing the whole area north of the Coastal Range
from the rest of North America —that is, “outside™). However,
once the Bonanza kings, as the wealthiest of these first Klondik-
ers were known, landed on the docks of San Francisco and Seat-
tle in July 1897, it was obvious that the Yukon goldfields would
not stay in the hands of several hundred veteran goldseekers for
long. The Klondike shouted out to the whole world. it was also ob-
vious that at that moment neither of the major companies in the
north had the wherewithal to outfit the hordes which could be ex-
pected to descend on the Yukon valley. Suppliers in cities across
the continent were only too glad to make this fact known and to
attract part of the Klondike trade to their own shelves and ware-
houses. “You will need them and you cannot get them up
there. . . . At Lowest Prices and Satisfaction Guaranteed"*? was a
common invitation to buy one’s Klondike outfit locally.

At this point in the story, then, a new breed of Klondike trader
demands one’s attention. Like the thousands they served, the
Klondike outfitters did not necessarily manifest or repudiate the
classic qualities of the Alaska and Yukon trader. Honest and
shifty, experienced and ignorant were in the business together.
For many, the outfitting experience was in itself a mere flash in
the pan. For others, the experience of 1897-98 led to a long and
fruitful commercial relationship with the Yukon hinterland.
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The Great Outfitting Rush, 1897-98

When the soldiers from the east were drafted - or at least
When they volunteered to Klondike for to go,

They had to take their stuff, so that they would take enough,
In a most evaporated form you know.

So whether it was meat, or molasses for a treat,

Or whether it was whisky, eggs, or corn,

So that it would safely pack on a mule’s uncertain back,
'Twas in the most compressed and concentrated form.

We'd evaporated flap-jacks, evaporated tin-tack,
Evaporated peaches and evaporated prunes,
Evaporated rice, beans, whisky, beer and ice-creams,
Evaporated flutes that played evaporated tunes. . . .

We'd evaporated taters; O, they're the chest inflators!
Evaporated pork from an evaporated sow,
Evaporated eggs, crystallized and concentrated,
Even to the milk of an evaporated cow.

Private Green,
Royal Canadian Dragoons'

One tends to think of the impact of the Klondike gold-rush in
terms of a sudden discovery of the Yukon by the world at large,
and of the development of that territory at the hands of the thou-
sands who flowed north to the goldfields. Even realizing that over
$100 million worth of gold was taken from those creeks in the first
10 years after the strike on Bonanza Creek, it is difficult to calcu-
late the impact of the widespread economic boom triggered by
the rush. Where did the money go?

This is to be a discussion of one segment of the total bonanza;
that is, of the share of the wealth which was staked from the be-
ginning by suppliers and outfitters across the continent, specifi-
cally by those on the west coast. They went nowhere near the
goldfields nor, in all probability, did they want to. The combined
factors of short supplies and exorbitant prices necessitated the
purchase of at least a year's supplies before one entered that for-
bidding country. On this basis, many a harbour wholesale dealer
made his fortune.

Examination of the workings of this lucrative supply trade
serves to introduce the types of commodities which were initially
shipped or carried to Dawson. Once recognized, certain types of
goods and specific brands can be traced through many years of

the Dawson retail trade. Some, like Borden's “Eagle Brand" milk,
were North American favourites even before the rush. Others, like
Lamont's crystallized eggs and Agen'’s tinned butter, while not
specifically developed for the north, were popular for their suita-
bility for such Yukon conditions as temperature extremes and ex-
tensive periods in transit and storage.

A look at the geographical and economic structure of the gen-
eral outfitting trade brings to the fore those cities whose locations
and existing mechanisms for supplying the frontier served them
well in the business of outfitting the northbound hordes of gold-
seekers. Of these cities Seattle is a fine example, especially
since its active Chamber of Commerce lost no time in mounting a
highly eftective publicity campaign in order to promote its supe-
rior facilities. Nor did it suffer from the prevailing misconception
that the new goldfields were in American territory. Here was one
group whose optimistic belief in the permanency of Kiondike
wealth proved accurate, for its members realized that once se-
cured, a profitable segment of the outfitting trade was the thin
edge of the wedge. By the 1890s distributors knew enough of the
techniques of marketing brand-name goods to realize that those
brands which established themselves early in a newly opened
community could lead to a market as permanent as the commu-
nity itself.

The largest proportion of goods sold in the outfitting centres
was not, in the early stages of the rush, directly intended for any
Yukon merchant’s shelves, although it seems probable that large
quantities of goods were purchased with resale in mind. No mat-
ter what his or her intended activities at the goidfields might be,
every Klondike-bound fortune hunter would need an outfit — a
year's supply of everything that one person or party would need
to survive. The idea was hardly new to the North American fron-
tier, for 19th-century gold strikes in California, British Columbia
and the Canadian northwest as well as activities in logging, fur
trading and exploring, had given rise to equipped and knowl-
edgeable groups of traders. It was their business to outfit a man
with due consideration to quality of goods, durability in extreme
climatic conditions, compactness and weight. All this was based
on the general estimate of 1,800 pounds of goods (or its equiva-
lent) per person per year.

To fulfill the most basic requirements of food and shelter, an
outfit consisted of provisions, dry goods, tools and gear for trans-
portation and sheiter. Faced with a collection of outfit lists from
Seattle, Vancouver, Edmonton and Chicago, one is surprised by
the lack of regional variation in the staples offered. While there is
certainly no “regulation” outfit for the Klondike, it is possible to
ascertain more or less what the average goldseeker would have
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carried north: about 1,000 pounds of food, soap, candles and
other groceries; basic cooking equipment; tools for boat- or
cabin-building; mining equipment; heavy clothing and boots,
and a sleeping bag.?

Of the many published guides which included outfit lists, very
few offered the tenderfoot Klondiker any sort of manual which
might give him proper advice on nutrition and on the efficient use
of this necessarily compact outfit. There were four which did: Wil-
liam Ogilvie's excellent Klondike Official Guide, which was just
that; A.E. lronmonger Sola's Klondike: Truth and Facts of the New
E1 Dorado, the Chicago Records book for goldseekers, and E.
Jerome Dyer's The Routes and Mineral Resources of North West-
ern Canada, published for the London Chamber of Mines. A sec-
ond source of instructive information, and of course a less reli-
able one, was the advertisement which appeared in some
guides, including Ogilvie’s, the Alaska Commercial Company’s
and Charles Lugrin's Yukon Gold Fields, published by the Victo-
ria Colonist

The foodstuffs were unquestionably the most important ele-
ment of any outfit, though they were unfortunately the bulkiest
and heaviest as well. Although experienced firms packed outfits
in portable units not larger than 50 pounds (see Appendix L), the
fact remained that a single man could be expected to use up 500
pounds of flour and other grains in a year. Other heavy items
were the 150 pounds of bacon, 100 pounds of beans and any-
where from 25 to 100 pounds of sugar.3 The heaviest individual
elements of the edibles were the fruits and vegetables. By virtue
of their weight and perishability, they were frequently excluded
from outfits, an omission which had calamitous results. Scurvy
was the traditional enemy of the badly supplied miner in the
north.

The food industry — packing, processing and preserving -
went through a period of experimentation which was characteris-
tic of the 19th century. One wonders if the throng of outfitted
goldseekers would have been a possiblility had the Klondike's
resources been discovered a century earlier. Indeed the two pro-
cesses most relied on in providing a grocery outfit for the Klon-
dike were new to the 19th century. Foods were first successfully
canned during the Napoleonic Wars, and condensation received
its impetus from the American Civil War. By 1897 both methods
had been taken over by efficient, mass-producing industries.

The first patent for a "tin cannister” was registered in England
in 1810: "“an iron can coated with tin and the cover soldered on.™
Even then, spoilage was associated with the process, because
(it was believed) of the food's coming into contact with tainted air;
. therefore early canning processes involved the cooking of food

already sealed in cans. By 1860, Louis Pasteur had made known
his theory of sealing tins hermetically.5 The contents of any tin
can of food were greeted with understandable suspicion in Pas-
teur's day, for the process was still experimental, crudely done
and generally unreliable. It was another 30 years before research’
was directly allied with the food industry. By that time, the can-
ning industry had sprung up, packing the harvest of market gar-
den and orchard alike into two- and three-pound tins. (The stan-
dard Canadian two-pound tin can was 3-1/2 inches in diameter
and 4-1/2 inches high.)é By 1905 there were almost 50 canneries
in Ontario.”

Meats and their preservation were also subject to experimen-
tation in search of improvements. Canning, as a method of pre-
serving small quantities of meat without the benefit of salt or cold
storage, was ideally suited to expeditions and long voyages.
Captain Sir Edward Parry carried canned meats and vegetables
with him in the Arctic in 1824 8

One of the major disadvantages associated with packing tin-
ned products on expeditions was their weight. Gail Borden, an
inquiring American schoolteacher and surveyor, became inter-
ested in the dual problems of bulky and perishable foods. His ex-
periments were directed toward obtaining from a food its con-
centrated extract. One of the first practical results of his work was
his meat biscuit, a concentrated mixture of wheat flour and beef.
“Dry, inodorous, flat and brittle,® the meat biscuit was perfectly
suited to an expeditionary outfit. Coinciding as it did with the Cali-
fornia gold-rush of 1849, Borden'’s discovery sold briskly. Basi-
cally his biscuit was not unlike the traditional pemmican.

If Borden's name is even slightly connected with the California
gold-rush, then his subsequent discovery ought to have earned
his status as an honorary sourdough in the Klondike. For most of
the men at the goldfields or on the trail, Borden's “Eagle Brand”
was synonymous with condensed milk. This process, discovered
by Borden in 1856, condensed the milk by heating it in airtight
vacuum pans.'® The liquid so produced was virtually imperisha-
ble. From the invention evolved a company, producing Eagle
Brand milk and “Peerless” evaporated cream ( seeFig. 1). Its
foremost Canadian competitor, at least in terms of the Klondike
market, seems to have been the Truro Condensed Milk and Can-
ning Company (Figs. 2 and 3). “Reindeer"” was their leading
brand: .

The quantity of gold dust stored inReindeer Milk tins this season
will be enormous. But it will not equal in richness the original con-
tents, forReindeer Brand assays 1000 fine every time. !
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1 Borden's best-known products, 1903. 2 Condensed milk, 1904. (Candian Gro-
(Canadian Grocer, Vol. 17, No. 45 cer, Vol. 18 [Dec. 1904], p. 5)
[Nov 1903], p. 11)

! THE CANADIAN GROCER

B d 1 Brands of CONDENSED MilK and

O r en S EVAPORATED CREANU ’Canadian Prices
We beg to announce that we have established a branch factory at Ingersoll,
Ont., a%d that we are now prepared to f|?|,all orders for the Eyana,dm% trade
romptly, and at considerably reduced prices, owing to the establishment o

p

the Canadian Branch. Our Eagle Brand Condensed Milk, Gold Seal

Brand Codqdensed Mi,lkdﬁltlr(]i Peerlesi Brand Evaporated Cream,
[0

unsweetened, can be obtame, ugh our local representatives.
BORDEN'S CONDENSED MILK CO.
Originators of Condensed Milk. Established 1857.
Stilling representatives in Canada: f. W. Hudson & Co., Toronto. W.H. Dunn, Montreal. Erb * Rankin, Halifax. W. S. Clawson
* Co., St.John, N.B. Scott, Bathgate * Co., Winnipeg, also Shallcross, Macaulay » Co., Viotorla and Vancouver. B.C
ttodato is, 1904 THE CANADIAN OROCBR

It Does You Good

to sell goods that have proved themselves to be unequalled for
quality and strength like

Jersey Cream

AND

Reindeer Brand

Condensed Milk. These reliable brands not only give perfect
satisfaction but build up your reputation for handling goods that are right.

A MERRY CHRISTMAS.

W. Q. A. LAMBE A CO,
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4 Agen's butter label, pack of 1903.

THE
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 FOR THE KLON-
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FANCY CREAMERY
BUTTER. FULL
WEIGHT AND GUAR-
ANTEED TO KEEP.
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SEATTLE AND
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3 - | BREAK LOOSE KEY
* 1 | ATTACHED TO BOTIOM OF CAN
* - ) | P AND INSERT POINT OF STRIP
: | WINDING TO RIGHT WiLL
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Other dairy products underwent similar adaptation for use on
expeditions. Vacuum-packed tinned butter never lost the early
popularity it had gained in Dawson. Packed so that it did not
touch the tin (presumably by using paper liners) this butter was
reputed to withstand the most extreme climatic conditions. J.B.
Agens of Seattle and Tacoma held a long-lasting monopoly in
canned butter at the goldfields (Fig. 4).

Whole eggs were useless in an outfit for obvious reasons. To
this problem the crystallized or powdered egg was the answer.
Lamont's crystallized eggs captured the Dawson market by ad-
vertising, “No breaking. No Bad Eggs. No shells. No waste."1?
Lamont had reduced the equivalent of two dozen eggs to an
eight-ounce can; to reconstitute one whole egg one needed only
to add 1-1/4 tablespoons of baking powder and 2 tablespoons
water or milk.

The process of concentration was not limited to dairy products.

Meat, fruit and vegetables could be reduced to a fraction of their
original weight, thereby both lightening the load and preserving
the food. Bovril was by far the best-known company engaged in
reducing meats and, to a lesser extent, vegetables. “Our object
is to supply the maximum amount of nourishment in the minimum
of bulk.”"'3 With vast experience behind it, having outfitted pro-
spectors, explorers, surveyors and troops in the far reaches of
the empire, the company was up to this latest challenge. Numer-
ous combinations of beef, bacon, cocoa and vegetables in vari-
ous reduced “cartridge” rations were available (Fig. 5).

Along with "Maggi” and “Vimbo's Fluid Beef,” Bovril won itself
a permanent niche, not just in the well-packed outfit but behind
the counters of Dawson as well (Fig. 6). Libby, McNeill and Libby
of Chicago were prolific canners of beef in all its forms, as well as
of roast mutton, ham, tongue and soup (Figs. 7, 8). For the Klon-
dike, however, beef extracts had the advantage over canned
products. William Ogilvie, with the authority of a veteran surveyor
in the territory, personally advised against taking meats in tinned
form.'*

Evaporated, or simply dried, fruits and vegetables were per-
fectly suited to the Klondike situation. No outfit was complete
without about 100 pounds of fruits and vegetables in this form.
Advertisements of the period lead one to believe that there was
not a fruit known to man which was not evaporated and packed
for sale to the Klondike-bound. Potatoes, sliced and dried, were
especially popular. “Lubeck” was a brand of dried potatoes
which sold consistently in Dawson, but it is not known whether it
was produced initially for the outfit trade or not.

From the point of view of a world accustomed to frozen foods
and chemical additives, the number of processes in use at the
end of the century to reduce and preserve foods — all in the name
of lightness and durability - is surprising. The prospector’s diet
was not simply canned; it was evaporated, concentrated, dessi-
cated, compressed, liquified, crystallized and granulated. His
beef and sugar (not to mention his lemons, limes, celery and
milk) might come in tablets; his coffee and tea in lozenges, his
cocoa in cakes. One extremist managed to put together an outfit
made up exclusively of such drastically reduced foods as these
which, when complete, weighed a mere 63-1/2 pounds.'S In de-
scribing this quintessence of gastronomic delight, the author of
the publication reported with a remarkable evenness of tone: "Al-
most everything comes in a powder or a paste, and needs noth-
ing but boiling water and an appetite to make a meal.”'® It is easy
to imagine the monotony of food in the cabins and on the trail. No
doubt the least concentrated and most appetizing goods were
consumed first. For the last months in the season, the remaining
evaporated delicacies must have exhibited a dreary sameness.

Whether the contents were whole, canned or dried, the trend
toward the use of brand-name food products was a significant
one. In an age of abundance and expansion in the food process-
ing and packing industry, adulteration had become an estab-
lished practice. Since there was still little effective legisiation en-
forcing inspection and other controls in either the United States
or Canada,'” those brands which guaranteed the purity of their
products in their advertising gained respectability in the market.
The AC Company, in its promotional Klondike pamphlet, in-
cluded testimonials from no less an authority than Jack McQues-
ten for brands considered trustworthy over the years. His support
of Eagle Brand milk is indicative of the general trust put in known
varieties.

There is nothing more precious, perhaps, to a miner in the Arctic
than a can of good condensed milk or cream. This is so well
known in Alaska that the Miners there will buy nothing but the
“Eagle” brand, but it is the ignorant miner — and only the ignorant
miner - that is fitting out in San Francisco or Seattle who ever al-
lows any other brand to be foisted on him, and he will find out
when he reaches Alaska, where the temperature is 80° below
zero sometimes, that his cheap, inferior milk is no good. 18

A similar endorsement was given to “Royal” baking powder,
the only kind (according to the AC Company) which would with-
stand climatic conditions "harsher against baking powder than
against anything else.” Other brands singled out for commenda-
tion were "Germea’” breakiast cereal (highly concentrated and
nutritive, quick-cooking and a preventative of scurvy), Sperry's
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5 Bovril's cartridge rations, 1898,
(William Ogilvie, Klondike Official
Guide. Canada's Great Gold Fields,
the Yukon . .. with Regulations Gov-
erning Placer Mining [Toronto: Hunter,
Rose, 1898], p. xvi)

R\ TgD FOODS

B)

/\ - -
[" limited
Thesis Goods are Indispensable in a KLOND'KE EXPLORERIS OUTFIT

I'hey are all Health Preserving- and Strength Producing Foods, the best in existence for men

who require great physical endurage
OVRIL in tins

Is simply Pure Beef in its most concentrated form, and ready for immediate use.

CARTRIDGE RATIONS

Packed in Tins, with Rounded Ends, and Opener Attached

BLUE. A trr™r ? Vs RED
Length S 7 in. f Eoa jfi\ Length - - - - .s2in
Gross Weight - 14# oz. 6 Y *y) Gross Weight - - 1l oz.
N Ot 11 ox v| W J r Net - - - - - S oz

As supplied for the use of the Troops in the late Ashanti and Benin Expeditions. Also to the
ludcjN'ndcnt Stale of the Congo, etc

BLUE OR RED RATION

Containing in one compartment same as in the Cartridge Ration, and a Concentrated Cocoa
prejNuation in another compartment.

As supplied for the use of the Tro(és in the Ashanti and Be nln Expeditions.

N RATION

Equal to 16 ozs. of llu* best
Cured Bacon.

Made front Pure Irish Bacon,
weighing tin and all, 9 ozs

In addition to the above specialties the Company manufacture
the following other f

ORIERCGESRTARLES b ol BUR PATATOES

With all their Original Flavor Retained, and packed in Self- openlng Tlns

JOHNSTON'S, FLUID BEEF in Ao
Lime Julce Nodules

In the packaging of these goods the minimum in bulk and weight has been secured, and they
are therefore the most convenient of all food supplies for Prospectors, Explorers or Surveyors

...... «B -..B O V R IL LIMITED

80 Farringdon n Street 21 st*PetﬁF Street
LONDON, ENGLAND ONTREAL, CANADA

6 Vimbo's fluid beef, as advertised for
the Klondike, 1898, ( William Ogilvie,
Klondike Official Guide. Canada's
Great Gold Fields, the Yukon . . . with
Regulations Governing Placer Mining
[Toronto: Hunter, Rose, 1898], p. x)

(Ox-Strength in a Tea Cup)

Klondike Expeditions Need That

Qﬁnﬁj’g ot V]agetrr(]) "91 ! (;:%plgnoeu alrelsdozclogeI Wltw
makes 60 cups oPVﬁ”‘S”é z%n economical package;

For §trengeth and Flavor

hos Fluid Beef is Ere fared in Ed||nburgh Scotland,

aranteggu 0 Wwrite For quo(iafi lors before laying

|ns

The Ilimbos FImd Beef Co., Limited, of Edinburgh and London

CANADIAN OFFICE:
HENRY WOODLEY, manager.  s3 St. Francois Xavier St., MONTREAL.
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7 Libby McNeill and Libby compressed
meats, 1898. (Source Unknown)

VB FRRARD AT A b T

A BAN OF LIBBY"S BREF Aneariitincbi uirbursr hah fe

HBRY.S COUPRESSED MEATS sl adsosn

Libby’'s Hecf Extract, Fluid Beef, Soups nnd Mince Meats are
Perfect Productions. For sale by Grocers Everywhere.

Manufactured by LIBBY, MCNEILL A LIBBYChicago. IU.USA.

8 Corned Beet, advertised by the
Alaska Commercial Company, 1898.
(Alaska Commercial Company, To the
Klondike Gold Fields, and Other
Points of Interest in Alaska [San Fran-
cisco: 1898], n.p.)

Uhis is the SJIEGf toe recommend.

3)oclge, Sweeney & Co.,

114-116 MARKET STREET.

SAN FRANCISCO. CAL.

APacific Coast Jlgents.
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“Drifted Snow" flour (for its dryness) and Baker's cocoa and
chocolate (withstanding extreme conditions, and also preventing
scurvy) (Fig. 9).

William Ogilvie was an experienced and more impartial advis-
er. Less concerned with specific brands, he offered such general
sound advice as the fact that good fatty bacon, ocatmeal and
good black tea (“the cup that cheers but not inebriates’) should
all be included in an outfit for their warming qualities. Good me-
dium flour and ordinary brown beans were the most sensible in-
vestments in their kinds. Good quality granulated sugar was pref-
erable to brown, which was more apt to freeze in winter.'®

Unfortunately, the health of the miner was not the concern to
outfitters that it might have been. While some guides included
advertisements by wholesale druggists, only about a quarter of
the lists collected for this report included a medicine kit — usually
a $4 or $5 package. One advertisement for a "health regulator”
struck at the grim but realistic truth that miners and suppliers, in
their mutual haste to strike gold, ignored "“Don't kill the goose that
lays the golden egg. Your future wealth depends upon your pres-
ent health. Take care of it in your own interests."20 One reporter
for the Chicago Record, who had already made the overland trip,
bemoaned the fact that so very little importance was attached to
the medical chest. He suggested the following useful items:
liniment for sprains and cold on the lungs, tincture of iron to en-
rich the blood, extract of Jamaica ginger, laudanum, vaseline,
carbolic ointment, salts, cough tablets, mustard and adhesive
plaster, surgeon’s lint, bandages, liver pills, powder for bleeding,
absorbent cotton, surgeon's sponge, needles and silk, quinine
capsules and toothache drops. 2!

While scurvy from a poor, unvaried diet was indeed a grim
possibility, those miners who listened to any expert advice were
clearly aware of the dangers and packed preventatives accord-
ingly. One encouraging feature of this gruesome disease was its
amenability to treatment in all but its most advanced stages.?
The well-known role of ascorbic acid in its prevention and cure
was acknowledged in many outfits by the inclusion of lime juice
or tablets of citrus fruit extract containing the acid. “Montserrat
Lime Fruit Juice” and L. Rose and Company's lime juice were
both reputable products. While most of the goldseekers were
probably unaware of the fact, canned tomatoes also contained
the necessary vitamin C.2

An additional worry for the miner was that not every company
which put up medicine boxes with their supplies could be trusted
to fulfill the task knowledgeably or honestly. Her discovery that
certain drugs were missing from her medicine chest drove one
Klondike-bound traveller to write angrily that “merchants seemto

think that when they outfit you for the Klondike thay can put upon
you all the stuff that no one else wili take and that they will never
hear from you again."2¢ Given the suddenness of the Klondike
phenomenon, the customers’ general eagerness and their igno-
rance, both of their needs and of their suppliers, dishonesty must
have been fairly common among the less scrupulous merchants
in the trade. The number of reported grievances, even in private
papers, is surprisingly low.

The food discussed above made up the basic provisions outfit
taken by the wise miner. There were those, of course, whose
tastes ran to such portable treats as cake and cookies, pickles,
spices, cheese and jellies. Like the treasured tobacco supply,
these delicacies were probably consumed before Dawson came
into view.2% Such luxuries did have an additional value; they
could be used for purposes of barter along the trail. While the in-
telligent traveller knew that it was sheer folly to weight one’s pack
more than was absolutely necessary with these extra pots and
jars, one with a certain enterprising spirit looked at the situation in
a different light. He was almost sure to meet some fellow gold-
seeker, desperate in his deprivation, who was willing to pay al-
most anything for a plug of “Old Chum” or a tin of “Log Cabin™
maple syrup.

In the line of clothing, one comes across general types of gar-
ments offered by most outfitters rather than specific brand
names. The most important items were heavy lined suits of mack-
inaw (a blanket-like wool, either grey or plaid), wool, tweed,
serge, corduroy, khaki or waterproofed cotton duck. Under this
went heavy sweaters, woollen socks and knit underwear. The
most descriptive selection of Klondike clothing was offered by
the T. Eaton Company in a special Klondike section of their fall
and winter catalogue for 1898 ( seeFig. 10). items "B and "C”
are Shorey's "Patented Blizzard Resister Suits” and item “G" is
the Klondike shirt made by the same company (Fig. 11). These
articles were still being distributed through Eaton's long after the
gold-rush had subsided.

-Several companies offered everything from robes to parkas,
pants, hats and mittens in fur. Few goldseekers, however, could
afford fur robes and, because of the greater freedom of move-
ment afforded by fabric clothing, the native skins (as they were
called in the Yukon) were more attractive to those not actively en-
gaged in mining.? Instead of fur robes, most buyers would be
satisfied with several heavy blankets, available for less than $10,
along with an oilcloth cover. The sleeping bag was gaining popu-
larity, as the Eaton’s catalogue shows. Usually of oiled, rubbered
or plain cotton, it was lined with eiderdown, fur, wool or felt and
cost between $10 and $20 (Fig. 12).
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9 Endorsements by Jack McQuesten,
1898. (Alaska Commercial Company,
To the Klondike Gold Fields, and

Other Points of Interest in Alaska [San
Francisco: 1898] n.p.)

 The ONLY
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10 Klondike clothing featured by the T.
Eaton Company, Spring and Summer
Catalogue (No. 40) 1898.

(The Archives, Eaton's of Canada
Limited, The T. Eaton Company Lim-
ited Catalogue, 1898, p. 124)

124 i*T. EATON CO- 190 YONGE 8T., TORONTO.
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11 Shorey's famous shirts and suits.
(William Ogilvie, Klondike Official
Guide. Canada’s Great Gold Fields,
The Yukon . . . with Regulations Gov-
erning Placer Mining [Toronto: Hunter,
Rose, 1898], p. xxvii)

Made under Patent No 1062 D &
are the Most Comfortable 25 A
Garments Sold.

. . AR \
Shorey’s Miners’ Suit e b
MNade in all Shades Shorey’s Arctic Suit
Made in all Shades
of Heavy Mackinaw,
With or Without
Capot.

&

These Goods can
be Purchased at
Edmonton, N.W.T.

Calgary “
Prince Albert «
Winnipeg Man.

of Iackinaw,
Warmly Lined,
With or Without
Capot,
Also in Khaki Duck.

&
These Goods can be

Purchased at

Vancouver - - B. C.
Victoria o

Kamloops “
Ashcroft “ KLO N DYKE and ;lgw!::?tern
Nanaimo “ .

Glenora . SH'RT B

..See that Shorey’s Guarantee Card is in the Pocket of Every Garment..
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12 Advertising by association in the Ogil-
vie guide.
(William QOgilvie, Klondike Official
Guide. Canada's Great Gold Fields,
the Yukon ... with Regulations Gov-
erning Placer Mining [Toronto: Hunter,
Flose, 1898], p. xxxviii.)

Take the Best

Such is the advice given by HR. WM. OGILVIE
in his report on Klondike Supplies.

Miners who follow the above advice will buy the

- Canada Fibre Company -

IMITED

SLEEPING BACS v* w# v*

For there is no doubt of its SUPERIORITY OVER
ALL OTHERS.

The Bag js made of Strong W aterproof Duck, well Pad-
ded Wltf|1 Eiderdown, and has two ‘interlinings of warm

material, besides a Heavg.WooI Kersey sewn on as inside Iinin?.
Weight, 151bs. Size, 6ft. 9ins. It is not bulky and can be easily
turned inside out.

All Government expeditions have been provided with Eiderdown
Bags, and are at present using them. ” The one we now offer is an
improvement on all others in use, and therefore is in great demand.

_Ask your Outfitter for our Bag and take no other
and if you cannot get one from him write u$ direct.

None Genuine Without Our Name Inside.

CANADA FIBRE COMPANY, Lifted

MANUFACTURERS OF
DOWN, COTTON AND WOOL COMFORTERS

Office and Works -582 William Street MONTREAL P.Q.
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13 The Alaska Mining Boot, from the Ca- Mining [Toronto: Hunter, Rose, 1898],
nadian Rubber Company (Montreal, p. xliv.)
Toronto and Winnipeg), 1898, ( William
Ogilvie, Klondike Official Guide. Can-
ada's Great Gold Fields, the Yukon
.., with Regulations Governing Placer

The*Alaska Mining Boot”

Desijjn Registered, May 20th, 1896.
Made with Patent Leather Insole.
Patented, July 29th, 1893.

Specially constructed to stand the climate
and wear of that country; made with Bath
Rubber or Leather Outersoles.

No prospector should leave without a pair
of them.

ALSO MANUFAC TURERS OF
CAMPING BLANKETS, AIR PILLOWS,
RUBBER GLOVES AND MITTENS, Etc.

The Canadian Rubber Co. of Montreal
MONTREAL
TORONTO and WINNIPEG

« TESLIN ” Folding Stove !

28x 22*13 inches, folds into a package 28 x 22x 4 inches.

“DAWSON " Folding St ve at

No. 20. 20 x I'll x 12~ inches, folded 20x12.1x2;," inches.
No. 24.—24x 12" x 12 inches, folded 24x121, x 2J inches.

m Five Lengths of Stove Pipe telescope into one.  We
make every Variety of Tin Ware, Enamelled Ware, Steel
Fry Pans, Gold Pans, Etc., Efc.

Catalogues can be obtained from our Warehouses at London, Toronto, Winnipeg,
Montreal or Vancouver, and our goods from dealers in all parts of Canada.

Tre McCLARY MANUFACTURING CO Limited.
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As for boots, the miner would have to be outfitted with two dis-
tinct types. Winter definitely called for “native boots™ or mukluks,
which could be purchased in the north.?’ For the spring mud
along the creeks, rubber boots were essential. Several pairs of
snag-proof, unlined hip-waders were advisable. This was one
area of the clothing outfit where brand names did emerge. The
AC Company stood behind the patented snag-proof and crack-
proof “Gold Seal” products of the Goodyear Rubber Company of
San Francisco. In Vancouver, “English K-boots” (“guaranteed
absolutely waterproof, snagproof gum boots”) were
advertised,2® while the Canadian Rubber Company of Montreal
oftered the “Alaska Mining Boot" (Fig. 13). Waterproof rawhide
boots were popular; they were more suitable for the arduous
trails than for the final muddy destination. George T. Siater and
Sons of Montreal produced a boot for $8 that remained a well-
known brand in Dawson (Fig. 14).

Completing the clothing outfit were heavy wool socks, called
arctic socks or often "German wool socks,” underclothing (Jae-
ger flannel was common), mosquito netting and snow goggles.
Depending on the season in which one started north, one of the
last two items would be essential to one’s travelling comfort.
Again, the brand names made popular by the strike remained so
in Dawson stores.

The hardware list in the outfits sold by McDougall and Secord
was much like the one recommended by Qgilvie himself.?® In ad-
dition to the tools and utensils which must have been familiar to
all woodsmen and explorers, certain items were particularly
adapted to the life and survival of the Kiondike miner. The gold

pan and scales were obvious inclusions, as were pick and shov-

el. In the hands of a resourceful miner, the pan could be used
both as wash basin and bread pan.

A more significant addition was the collapsible camp stove.
Often called the Yukon stove or Klondike camp stove, this article
was considered to be a unique northern adaptation. Its origin
was claimed by the city of Seattle.® Its worth can be attributed to
its collapsibility. The sides of the box-like stove folded, and the
pipe telescoped into four or five pieces (Fig. 15). It could be car-
ried easily, although it was, after all, made of sheet-iron. (One
model was advertised as weighing a mere 17 pounds.)®' It was a
compact piece of work, about 9 inches by 12 inches by 24
inches, and its design was such that “even on the coldest days it
could keep a properly chinked and roofed cabin uncomfortably
warm."32 Often the tank of the stove was divided between fire
box and oven. While the box-shaped model might have from two
to five lids, there was a half-barrel and a cylindrical shape as well

_which served only as heater and oven. Since it was both abso-

lutely necessary as well as relatively simple to construct, this arti-
cle was soon manufactured right in Dawson.33

Another peculiarity of the Klondike outfit, intended for those
miners crossing the passes, was the inclusion of tools and mate-
rials (other than lumber) necessary to build a craft to descend
from the head of Bennett Lake to Dawson City. These included a
whipsaw, crosscut saw, pitch, oakum, caulking iron, hammer
and nails, jack plane, chisel, brace and bits, knife and rope. For
those who wished to avoid the delay of having to build a boat,
portable sectional canoes were sold.34

The problems encountered by the miner who discovered too
late that his outfit contained useless quantities of goods have al-
ready been mentioned. In the case of an excess of hardware or
food, the packs were either jettisoned or traded off, depending
on the relative demand for the product.3s In this way booths
stocked with the leavings of disheartened goldseekers became a
familiar feature along the Trail of '98. For those who ran them, this
was often the first step to a lifetime's work of merchandizing in the

© north.

The sudden demand for nearly a ton of supplies for each of
tens of thousands of adventurers was an unexpected shot in the
arm for the food supply industry across the continent. The news
of the Klondike gold finds which had arrived in July of 1897 with
the first nugget-laden ships, Excelsiorand Portland, must have
excited astute wholesale dealers along the steamship routes. It
opened the possibility not only of profiting from the outfitting
trade, but of eventually earning a share of the market at the gold-
fields for as long as the capricious paystreak would support one.

Of the west coast cities in competition for the outfitting trade -
San Francisco, Seattle, Portland, Tacoma, Victoria and Vancou-
ver — all had some experience in the business. San Francisco, of
course, had the edge on the rest of them, being the supply depot
and port for the pioneer AC Company. During the previous 20
years, however, Seattle had begun to catch up; her productive
hinterland had been greatly expanded by the arrival of the North-
ern Pacific Railway at her back doorstep in 1885.36 By the early
1890s she had gained a secure monopoly of the trade to Juneau,
the commercial centre for the hard-rock gold mining operations
conducted on the Alaskan panhandle since 1880,% and in 1897
had been an outfitting base for some of the first Klondikers over
the passes.3® The feather in Seattle's cap, and an event which
launched her into serious competition with San Francisco, was
the decision of the newly formed NAT&T Company to use Seattle
as its Pacific coast entrep6t.3?
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14 The Slater mining boot, 1898 - con- [Toronto: Hunter, Rose, 1898], p.
sistently popular in outfits and (later) XXXVii)
in Dawson. ( William Ogilvie, Klondike
Official Guide. Canada s Great Gold
Fields, The Yukon . .. with Regula-
tions Governing Placer Mining

The“Slater Mining Boot”

spectors, Miners lorers, Hunters.
Wer (tpfﬁ 028, wearé ‘Fté% wire.

Ma e of Rawhrde mineral tannﬁd to
srst water never hardens nor cracks

ced clear to 15 in, top
ot i, R
Takes place of rubbers for all wear.
thb é)arrs of Rawhide Laces with every

pair 0
Mone){ can't buy finer, Ir%hter stronger
Boots. stampGj on S0je—$ 8
I lat t th
maioerds, by Slater agents, or the
Geo. T. Slater
sons

MONTREAL, Can.

KLONDIKE-YUKON

« TELFORD SYNDICATE.
This Company is under the ersonal ana ement f . Te ford whose twa
gars’ experience in Daw rtrcu arI a te ros ct nd
ine in this country. elf t party d sfor
ear In Marc osto kwr beo ered to the pu arm ena urre
an reporte on. Intending investors will do well to ee or yndicate -
In mind, as no party starts nder more promising condi on

Further partrculars apply SCRUTTON & SON,
PARKER OP, OIdBroadS lBOt\wI%\NREﬁ HGLAND
A

Iforg S,\Yndrcae ,
A ZBrrchen Lane. LONDON, E.C., ENGLAND.

| F OuU GO N N
There aJ g certain of oursdp%eraltres ou must have. We arﬁ headquarters fOJ
é(sgn |é<reeGrocerres and have sonie prospectors supplies that cannot be ha
wh
....... Eva orated Ve eta les, in packages,. | doz. a sorted cka es in each
%e aled t?n Ve etabl E P p ﬂ%n in feé Peap ou J asrn
(flporate carrots, Pot OT ab age, Ce nions, Apple I run
Apricots, at closest wholesale prices.

We have two Iflondilte Lists. List No. 1 includes bare necessities; List No. 2 has a few convenient
additions.  If you intend to rnake the trip, arrange with us for your grocery supplies.

Tie Grange Wholesale Supply Co., Limited, 1BKTwRot* 0 .E!st’
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15 One version of the collapsible Yukon
stove. (Alaska Commercial Company,
To the Klondike Gold Fields, and
Other Points of Interest in Alaska [San
Francisco: 1898], n.p)

BEING_SAFE, SIMPLE,
BLE, EFFICIENT AN
KLONDIKE.

COMPACT, PORTABLE, ECONOMICAL, DURA-
D CLEAN, THEY ARE THE BEST STOVES FOR

“Primus” Braziers' Torches USe ordinary coal oil, give
2,600 degrees heat, and will thaw better than any fire known.
A number already in use at Klondike. Send for special circular.

Kadlke Gnp Joss

Ten styles and sizes of sheet-iron Camp Stoves for use in
tents, log cabins, or in the open air. Furnished to fold flat, if

desired, for easy transportation on
sleds or pack animals, or arranged
for the oven to receive the utensils.

We have supplied the Alaska mi-
ners for many years. Let us fit you
out before yod go.

Sod RS

for large camps, cooking uten-
sils for camp and cabin.
Gold pans, etc.

HOLBROOK, MERRILL & STETSON,

MARKET AND BEALE STS., SAN FRANCISCO.
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The Canadian ports of Victoria and Vancouver had both
earned admirable reputations as wholesale supply and outfitting
centres. With 50 years of experience under their belts in servic-
ing the Cariboo, Cassiar and Kootenay gold-rushes, they were
recommended by William Ogilvie in his Klondike Official Guide
for the outstanding usefulness of their goods.*°

Also experienced, but in a less favourable location, were the
northwest centres of Edmonton, Calgary and Prince Albert. Un-
daunted, these towns publicized the overland route (via the
Mackenzie watershed).** While Edmonton merchants did indeed
manage to profit from the gold-rush,*2 they could hardly continue
shipping goods along the impossible and tortuous wilderness
route which they had once urged the goldseekers to follow.

The spoils, in terms of continuing trade with the Yukon, were di-
vided, therefore, among those cities on the Pacific water routes.
It was to Seattle that the greatest number of Klondikers thronged.
This was the hard-earned fruit of a publicity campaign run by the
Seattle Chamber of Commerce, whereby advertising was carried
on through mayors, postmasters, public libraries, railways and
newspapers across the nation.43 In terms of an intense, immedi-
ate and far-reaching reaction to the news of gold, no city was
able to match it. By the time other cities tried to adopt Seattle’s
methods, that city's initial monopoly had been established.* The
first year's reward for Seattle merchants was an estimated $10
million.45

During the previous decade of commercial success, several
Seattle firms had begun to flourish in the general grocery and
wholesale hardware line. The well-known wholesalers included
the Schwabacher Brothers, Seattle Trading Company, Harring-
ton and Smith (bought out by A.E. MacCulsky in 1893) and
Fischer Brothers.*6 As for the food processing industry, the farm-
ing country around the city produced quantities of raw materials
for the much-needed staples — condensed milk, evaporated or
dried fruits and vegetables and food extracts. A look at various
lists of outfits shows that, while Canadian firms were competitive
on some counts (flour, bacon and some fresh produce, for exam-
ple), for the most part Seattle could pack provisions more cheap-
ly. To market these products in the form of outfits, a new type of
wholesale firm emerged that dealt mainly in groceries.*” The
dealers, supported by the Klondike trade, could handle the large
demands in provisions and could outfit prospecting parties. Indi-
vidual consumers had to buy from large retailers who could han-
dle the range of single orders for the Klondike. An example of
such a foods broker was the firm of Frank and May, which in 1895
advertised as manufacturers' agents. Various small industries
had recently grown between railhead and port. In combination

with the existing lumbering industry, these had also converted
Seattle into a strong hardware-producing centre.*8

One significant feature of Seattle’'s successful outfitting busi-
ness was the organizaton that pervaded the trade early in the
game. The descriptive article which follows appeared in the To-
ronto Globein February 1898.

[The Seattle merchants] began to see not lists of goods in various
lines but outfits. They prepared and packed complete oultfits
containing every thing necessary for the trip and a year's so-
journing in the arctic placers. intending Klondikers were not
obliged to inquire of experts regarding their future needs and to
hunt about among a number of stores to obtain supplies. They
could find their hardware, groceries, furs, clothing, tools, cooking
utensils, etc. all ready packed and ticketed as to weight and
price at the outfitter’'s store. An outfit for one, two, three or four
persons could be obtained without delay and without the risk of
overlooking anything essential. This trade was fully established in
Seattle while the British Columbia merchants were still adhering
to their own lines of supplies and causing their customers to go
from store to store when buying oultfits. 4°

Seattle's other advantage lay in the official realm of customs reg-
ulations. As long as there were no Canadian customs officers at
the summits of the passes (that is, at the international border)
Americans could bring in their supplies duty-free, avoiding the
tariff that, for the commodities in question, ran between 25 and

30 per cent on the average. Although this loophole was plugged
by the Canadian government by August 189750 Seattle’s “"duty-
free” reputation had been established. Ironically, it was still the
Canadian-based Klondiker who suffered at the border. Until May
1898, American bonding regulations on Canadian goods were

so severe and convoying fees across the panhandle so high that
it was simpler to pay American duties at Dyea 5!

As in Seattle, it was the wholesale dealer in Canadian centres
who was most prepared to outfit. As the Globearticle quoted
above indicates, however, trade in Victoria and Vancouver was
handled to a larger degree by specialists. In Vancouver, forin-
stance, there were over twice as many wholesale grocers as ei-
ther hardware or dry goods firms advertising in the “Holiday
Klondike Edition.” Lugrin's Yukon Gold Fieldsshows a prepon-
derance of clothing merchants in Victoria. In tools and hardware,
the name McLennan, McFeely and Company is irrevocably at-
tached to any reference to Vancouver's role in the gold-rush.

It appeared at first that Seattle’s main source of competition
would come from the active British Columbia port of Victoria. In-
deed, the Victoria Daily Colonist's first Klondike outfitting adver-
tisement for miner's clothing outfits from Marks’ appeared on 20
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July 1897, only a few days after the news brought by the
Excelsiorand Portlandhad burst on the world. Victoria's cam-
paign gained momentum throughout that first month and rose to
an early peak with the publication of the pamphiet Yukon Gold
Fields by Charles Lugrin, the Colonist’s editor. Heavily sup-
ported by local merchant advertising, the publication sold well in
eastern Canada, where the Victoria Board of Trade intended to
focus its advertising resources .52

Bypassed by Klondike-bound steamers from both Seattle and
Victoria,3? Vancouver had a poor position in the opening lineup.
Not until the new year, when two CPR steamers were transferred
to the Vancouver-Skagway run, were Vancouver's inadequate
shipping facilities increased to the point where it could compete
as a point of departure.5* Consequently, the reaction of Vancou-
ver's business sector to the rush past its door was a belated one.
Sporadic Klondike advertising inthe Vancouver Daily Worldwas
not replaced by impressive and consistent daily copy until after
the “Holiday Klondike Edition” came out on 31 December 1897.
Once fully mobilized, however, the Vancouver outfitting trade
reached its peak between February and June 1898.

The notable exception to specialized outfitting on the Cana-
dian west coast was the Hudson's Bay Company, the most sea-
soned provider of them all. While the company's advertising was
kept to a low-keyed minimum, they announced in the spring of
1898 that they were unable to keep abreast of orders.5> One can
easily appreciate the pace of their business in Vancouver in
March 1898:

It is like a trip from Paris to Siberia to take the elevator from the
fashionable lower floors of their block to the uppermost storey
where piles of every conceivable supply for an arctic zone from
dessicated potatoes to moosehide moccasins are scattered
around while the busy clerks sell, pack and shift the goods
away. 56

Another account of outfitting in that city, in February 1898,
maintains that, in those grocery and hardware stores doing the
most roaring business, shelves were completely empty by night-
fall. This report singles out druggists as a third group to profit
greatly from the rush, “furnishing men and women with different
medications to fight scurvy, and especially unguents to discour-
age black flies and mosquitoes.”S”

The initial outfitting rush was short-lived; it lasted only until the

-end of the 1898 season.58 By the fall of that year, Vancouver and
Victoria merchants alike were plagued by overstocked shelves .59
The battle between Seattie and Vancouver continued, but from
then on it was to be fought over the long-term privilege of supply-
ing Dawson retailers. While Victoria had origihally seemed the

most likely rival to the American port, her position was in fact
taken over by Vancouver. Once the two cities' shipping was
equalized, Vancouver's rail connections with the east earned her
a more advantageous position from which to deal with incoming
goods and goldseekers.

One very significant outcome of the outfitting rush was the
keen and continuing interest in the Yukon trade which was gener-
ated by the outfitting experience of several Vancouver mer-
chants. The Oppenheimer Brothers, commission merchants, im-
porters and wholesale dealers in groceries, provisions, cigars,
tobaccos and so forth, were leading participants in the Vancou-
ver Board of Trade's campaign to wrest the Yukon trade monop-
oly from Seattle.5¢ McLennan, McFeely and Company lost no
time in establishing one of the earliest hardware and tinsmithing
businesses in Dawson®! (Figs. 16 and 17). McLennan himself
moved north to manage the outlet, becoming Dawson's mayor in
1903. Thomas Dunn and Company, another wholesale hardware
firm, made a long-lasting contact as one of the largest single
suppliers of the Dawson Hardware Company. Kelly Douglas (in
wholesale grocery supplies) remains to this day as familiar a
name in the Yukon merchant’s vocabulary as “Mc & Mc.”

Calgary, Edmonton and Prince Albert were all recognized as
experienced outfitting centres 2 and enjoyed in addition the rep-
utation of being the gates to the only all-Canadian route to the
Klondike. Despite the rigours of the long overland haul along the
Athabasca and Mackenzie rivers, it was a much-promoted route.
Not the least enthusiastic of its promoters were the Toronto and
Montreal suppliers who stood to profit directly from extensive out-
fitting in the northwest.8 To the disappointment of all business in-
terests concerned, the all-Canadian route never became a major
shipping route to the Yukon.

While the outfits offered in these centres were complete in all.
areas, the prices were higher than on the coast (with the excep-
tion of those for flour and bacon).8 Along with the Hudson's Bay
Company, which had branches in Winnipeg, Calgary and Ed-
monton, the firms of McDougall and Secord and of Larue and Pi-
card offered complete outfitting services in Edmonton. In Prince
Albert, the majority of establishments were the experienced type
of “general merchants and Indian traders . . . inthe north for 15
years" who could outfit a man with everything from picks to to
packaged potatoes. 5

While at first glance it seems that the spoils of the Klondike
rush went to Pacific coast merchants, Montreal and Toronto en-
joyed a steady growth in the areas of importing, processing,
manufacturing and distribution which permanently expanded
their lucrative western market. It is worth noting at this point that
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16 McLennan, McFeely and Company;
outfitting for the Klondike from New
Westminster, B.C. (Centennial Muse-
um. Vancouver.)
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17 The first Dawson headquarters of "Me
& Mc" s hardware store and tinshop,
ca. 1898. (Public Archives Canada,
PA 13497)
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the Toronto Board of Trade believed itself to have been influential
in securing bonding privileges in Alaska more suitable to the en-
try of greater volumes of Canadian products.% While the names
of Seattle and Vancouver distributors became bywords to the
thousands of Klondikers they supplied, eastern manufacturers
immediately understood the potential profit in establishing their
brands in the north through these agents.

Qutfitting was not a recent tradition in eastern centres. Esti-
mates of the extent of individual outfitting in Montreal and Toronto
as opposed to other cities are based on sketchy information.
While there are few personal accounts which relate experiences
of eastern ouitfitting, advertising in the Globewas considerable,
and articles early in the 1898 season made much of Toronto’s ad-
vantages as a starting point for the Klondike. One could outfit as
early as possible, prices were lower, superior goods were as-
sured and through freight rates were available.6” Montreal in that
period is reported to have had the exclusive privilege of outfitting
British goldseekers entering Canada at that port.6®

It was the newly stimulated food processing industry that was
to earn outfitting prominence for these cities. The sudden flour-
ishing of advertisements for suppliers and their jobbers, geared
toward the Klondike outfitter, was a salient feature of the
Canadian Grocertrade magazine early in 1898. One of its first is-
sues that year states that "quantities of evaporated vegetables,
carrots, onions etc., are being put upon the market in concen-
trated and convenient form for the Klondyke trade."%® The Tillson
Company of Tillsonburg, Ontario (split peas, kiln-dried), the
Acme Dried Vegetable Company and’the Kerr Vegetable Evapo-
rating Company all focused their energies on supplying the Klon-
dike through grocery jobbers and agents.”®

The canning industry was another to benefit from the suddenly
increased west coast demand. W. Boulter and Sons of Picton,
Ontario, shipped two CPR carloads of “Lion” brand canned corn
to Vancouver and San Francisco. By June of 1898, 3,500 cases
of the upcoming pack of tomatoes and corn were reported ready
to follow.”! While rumours of spectacular deals between eastern
firms and Yukon trading companies continued to fly,”? actual
market reports of unusually brisk trade in wholesale canned
goods gave backing to the optimistic speculation.”™

Importers, especially those in Montreal, gained the agency for
several Klondike-bound British products. Bovril, Vimbo's Fluid
Beef and E. Lozenby and Son's soup squares were all British
products sold through such Montreal dealers as A.P. Tippet and
Company of Montreal and Toronto.”* One unnamed German
manufacturer was allegedly doing well on the west coast and
among eastern wholesalers, selling a product which had known

15 years of consistently slack markets.”> Demand for his line of
assorted evaporated vegetables reached dizzying proportions,
thanks to the Klondike.

The commercial link between Ontario food packers and British
Columbia outfitters was firmly maintained throughout the gold-
rush and beyond by a relatively small and secure group of food
wholesalers that jobbed (that is, distributed) the manufacturers’
goods among western retailers. W.H. Seyler and Company, Eby,
Blain and Company, Warren Brothers, and Davidson and Hays,
all of Toronto, furthered their reputations as reliable distributors
and thereby profited greatly, albeit indirectly, from the great dis-
covery of 1896.

As the rush of individual goldseekers over the passes was a
phenomenon of the winter and spring of 1898, the frenetic at-
tempt to provide necessities to these men faded when their goal
was reached. During the summer of 1898, once the mass of
goldseekers had reached Dawson, a new supply system took
over. The simplest statement that one can make about the fasci-
nating mercantile mosaic of that summer is that trade was largely
a matter of reselling the tens of thousands of tons of goods which
arrived at the waterfront. This activity resulted in acute shortages
in certain areas, exorbitant prices and uncertain quality of goods.
These elements of unpredictability made for a chaotic, if pictur-
esque, throng of companies, storekeepers, jobbers, pedlars and
simple dealers.

As the shipping season closed, after the faint-hearted had sold
out their outfits and gone home, it became clear that “starvation”
winters, at least, were a thing of the past. Since few would ven-
ture into the Yukon valley before the next spring, the outfitting
trade suffered a predictable slump. As such, the end of the 1898
shipping season marks a point of transition. For many outfitters,
contact with the wealth of the Klondike would be limited to the
early enthusiasms of 1897-98. For the larger, more experienced
and more persistent companies, the initial rush would turn out to
be more than a fiash in the pan. Klondike gold was indeed going
to hold out, and since their foundations had been successfully
laid in the previous year or before, these companies would be the
ones to reap the benefits of the new trade patterns by becoming
steady wholesale suppliers to the Dawson merchants. To extend
their bonanza, they had only to come to grips with the combined
problems of distance, terrain and climate in order to supply the
motley Dawson market with whatever it wanted - for as long as
gold held out.
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Swamp to Boom Town: Dawson from 1896 to 1898

It was not by accident that Dawson's founder and first resident
was an entrepreneur and speculator and that within a month of
the Klondike strike he had set up a general store and sawmill to

- supply the imminent throng of goldseekers. After 13 years as a
Yukon River trader, Joseph Ladue realized that the most reliable
way to profit from a placer camp was to provide it with the essen-
tial services of food and shelter. He had spent his Yukon days
doing just that, first under the banner of the AC Company and
later in an independent partnership with the veteran trader Arthur
Harper at Sixty Mile (or Ogilvie) about 100 miles south of Forty
Mile on the Yukon River.

It was from this establishment at Sixty Mile that Harper and La-
due had grubstaked Bob Henderson, the seasoned Nova Sco-
tian prospector, who reputedly recommended to George Wash-
ington Carmacks and his party to try what was to be the richest
creek of the Yukon valley, and who subsequently lost out himself.
In 1896, having prospected for two years along the Indian River,
Henderson was working a creek which issued from the same
height of land (or dome) as did Gold Bottom and its famous tribu-
tary, Bonanza Creek, known before the strike as Rabbit Creek. it
was on the latter that Carmacks, Skookum Jim and Tagish Char-
lie, on Henderson's recommendation, panned out the gold which
was to give rise to the Klondike stampede. The story goes that,
contrary to prospecting ethics, Henderson was not immediately
informed of the strike. Unaware until the best claims had aiready
been staked on the creeks which lay over the watershed, Hen-
derson never did become a rich man. Yukoners consider him to
be something of a tragic figure.

Ladue, who had been a prospector himself, had been known
to sit tight while others “‘rushed,” impelled by the news of promis-
ing new finds. His years of stampeding experience had gained
him a prospector's wisdom, if not the concommittant wealth." It
was perhaps less his experience than his mercenary instincts
which moved him to act quickly on this most recent strike. He
hurried downriver to Forty Mile to stake his own claim — though
not on any part of the gold-bearing creekbeds. Sensing the mag-
nitude of Carmack'’s discovery, Ladue intended to outstrip the
entrepreneurs by laying claim to the only land in the area which
could serve as a possible townsite, 160 acres of swampy flats at
the confluence of the Klondike and Yukon rivers some 10 miles
from Carmack's claim. There is a story that, on his downriver trip
to Forty Mile, Ladue met a Klondike-bound miner asking for lum-
ber. Figuring that prices for timber would soon surpass anything
yet seen in the Yukon, he immediately dismantled the Sixty Mile

sawmill and shipped it, together with all the dressed lumber he
could find, down the Yukon to the new townsite .2

By 1 September, a mere two weeks after the discovery, the
160-acre townsite had been patented and was ready for survey.?
The sawmill was reassembled immediately so that building mate-
rials would be available before winter set in, and a two-storey
cabin was erected to serve as trading post and saloon. On what
was known simply as Joe Ladue’s townsite, these were the first
stirrings of enterprise and civilization. ’

Although news of the Klondike strike spread like wildfire inside
the territory that fall, the secret was kept well from the outside
world. By January there were only four cabins beside Ladue's on
the townsite. As spring came, eight more sprang up, surrounded
by a collection of bedraggled canvas dwellings which increased
daily.? It was not until 2 June that the AC Company steamer Alice
slid around the Moosehide bend.> As the first steamer to reach
the Klondike that year, she was to carry out with her the men
whose arrival in San Francisco a month later was to trigger a
worldwide scrambile for Klondike gold. Among these men was
Joseph Ladue. After spending half of his 43 years crossing the
continent in search of his particular paystreak, Ladue had finally
found it. He named his 160 acres of paydirt Dawson City, after
George Dawson, the Canadian government geologist who had
studied the territiory in 1887.

There were some who, at the time, had suspected that Ladue
had fabricated a grand rumour about a minor strike in order to set
off a stampede in his region. But Dawson was no illusion, nor
were the crates of dust that accompanied Ladue and the other
on the Excelsior. While there were certainly those who thought
that Joe Ladue was not above such things, it was hardly the time
to voice their suspicions.

Before the hordes who would eventually pour into the Yukon
valley had time to drop whatever they were doing and set out
“Hol for the Klondike!" the first steamers up the Yukon had al-
ready deposited two influential entities at the Klondike's mouth.
While they were newcomers to Dawson, they were in a sense
sourdoughs of long-standing reputation in the Yukon valley. No
one was surprised to see them among the first arrivals. By early
July, both the Alaska Commercial Company and the North Ameri-
can Transportation and Trading Company had erected stores
and warehouses which became the focal point of Dawson’s Front
Street. The AC Company's two-storied store (40 feet by 80 feet)
upheld the company's reputation along the Yukon for consist-
ently putting up the biggest building in each town. Adjacent to it
were three corrugated iron warehouses, another two-storey
building which served as employees' living quarters, and an ad-
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ditional warehouse. The next block had a simitar store, quarters
and warehouse of the NAT&T Company.

Bearing in mind that newcomers from the outside did not reach
Dawson until the late summer of 1897, it is understandable that
the summmer's commercial activity was relatively slow and sta-
ble, carried out mainly by the two mercantile monopolies to pro-
vide for the most recent placer congregation. Ladue himself re-
corded an absence of competition. In another description of the
town's business in the late summer of 1897, there is no reference
to any individual provisions merchant & (Ladue was dealing al-
most entirely in timber.) Prices were high, but neither inflationary
nor unsteady (see Appendix J). Ladue explained them: “In the
present conditions of trade things cannot be sold very much
cheaper at a fair profit.”?

The greatest problem facing the trading companies - and a
serious threat to Dawson — was the potentiality of winter short-
ages and possible starvation in the new camp. During the winter
of 1896-97, for example, the North-West Mounted Police contin-
gent at Fort Cudahy, buying from both companies, had been
forced to reduce the basic flour ration.8 Some mines finished the
winter with flour and nothing else. Dawson itself had suffered one
particular shortage that winter, although not an acute one; there
were no eggs. (This shortage gave rise to a legend about Swift-
water Bill Gates. To spite his unfaithful lover, Bill bought up the
town'’s entire supply of her favourite food, a very rare commodity,
whole fresh eggs. If Swiftwater Bill was as thorough in his retalia-
tion as we are led to believe, there was not an egg to be had in
the entire camp.)

The situation in Dawson in 1897-98 was far different from that
experienced by the isolated community which had wintered
there the previous year. The community of 1896-97 had been
made up entirely of miners and prospectors already inside, ex-
perienced men of the north, who knew the essential requirement
of an adequate winter outfit. The local population explosion of the
late summer of 1897 (though it hardly compares with that of
1898) was composed almost entirely of tenderfeet from the
south, men so smitten with gold fever that they had not hesitated
a moment before rushing north. Leaving on the first crest of en-
thusiasm, they had neither help from published guides nor realis-
tic advice. They did not know how unwillingly the Yukon valiey
gave up its gold, and with what ferocity its winters could punish
the improvident.

The very presence of these hasty and unprepared arrivals was
enough to dismay the head office of the AC Company. Such im-
patience could easily lead to a “'starvation camp,” an irrevocable
blot on the company's record. As early as mid-July, the compa-

ny’s president, Louis Sloss, made clear his concernto a San
Francisco newspaper. For any outfitter or steamship company to
encourage a rush that season would be both cruel and foolish.
However sincere such promotion might be, it would be responsi-
ble for the resuiting deprivation in the Klondike, and criminally re-
sponsible at that.? :

Exactly how many ambitious Klondikers managed to enter the
territory before winter closed in cannot be determined. Nor is it
possible to know how many of them had winter outfits. Police esti-
mated that by 1 January 1898 there were almost 2,000 people in
Dawson and 5,000 in the Klondike region.'® At the beginning of
winter, starvation, or at least severe suffering, did seem likely.
Once again a dry fall lowered water levels on the shallow Yukon
River, cutting supply traffic short and prematurely ending the
provision of winter staples. By the end of September, the NAT&T
Company had 400 orders yet to fill; the AC Company had re-
ceived scarcely a third of its paid consignments.!!

Both companies traditionally received their stocks on the basis
of individual orders for outfits. Early in the season, the consignee
entered his name with the company and deposited half the price
of his outfit. While the two companies were faced with the same
prospect of shortage, their methods of dealing with the crisis dif-
fered. The AC Company, which had enough material to outfit
1,252 men completely and furnish flour to 1,589 more, 2 chose to
fill to the best of its abilities all of the orders it had received. The
NAT&T Company, on the other hand, preferred to bypass its orig-
inal orders and to ration all its stocks on the basis of need.'? In
October, when the scare was at its worst, both companies were
persuaded by the Mounted Police and government authorities to
fulfill their responsibility to the worst-outfitted miners by offering
transportation downriver to Fort Yukon, where supplies were said
to be more plentiful .4

Both firms did attempt to curb skyrocketing prices; they even-
tually limited their sales to issues of supplies for two weeks at a
time, thereby controlling food speculation.'> Despite their effons,
prices for flour, the most basic as well as the most limited staple,
ran wild on the black market. At midwinter the retail price for flour
seems to have ranged from $35 to $100 for a 50-pound sack.'6
Butter, when it could be had at all, was going for $5 a pound and
salt for its weight in gold.?? Such prices put these commodities
beyond the reach of most buyers and turned their goods into
mere figures on the speculative market.

As winter drew to an end, it became clear that there would be
enough to go around and that Dawson would not starve after all.
Two unexpected factors relieved the situation: extra commodities
were thrown onto the market by people who left the district after
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freeze-up, and those who stayed were blessed with an unusually
mild winter. Indeed, the Klondike Daily Nuggetdeclared in com-
fortable retrospect that, considering even the obvious cases of
speculation and inflation, '8 the whole situation had been nothing
but a scare. Many placed the blame squarely on the two supply
outlets which, for all their protestations of innocence, were sus-
pected of having rigged the shortage for their own benefit. Those
citizens of Circle City who had made an orderly raid on the AC
Company's steamer Bellain the late fall were only too aware that
their camp was being by-passed by the company in order to get
supplies through to Dawson, which lay further upriver. They inter-
preted the company's intentions as pure greed for the higher
prices which undoubtedly prevailed at the newer camp. The
NAT&T Company suffered as much, perhaps even more so, from
accusations of unbridled favouritism in their rationing policy. The
Nuggetwas the community leader in its outspoken criticism of
the latter company, specifically of its manager, Captain J.J. Hea-
ly, for his handling of the food shortage. Healy was accused of
refusing to fill some orders and then selling out such rare luxuries
as molasses and tobacco to favoured speculators at fabulous
prices. Over the summer of 1898 the Nugget painted the picture
in increasingly lurid colours. The last instalment, released just be-
fore Healy was recalled by the company in September, disclosed
that the demi-mondaines and “satellites who revolve in that par-
ticular sphere” had won Healy over, while honest miners and
small businesses had gone short.'®

Even those who denied that the situation had at any time been
out of hand could not overlook the prevalence of scurvy in Daw-
son that winter. Limited and unvarying diets and poor-quality or
badly cooked food had been the cause. By breakup, bacon was
the only meat available; tinned vegetables had gone off the mar-
ket early in the season.?® Wherever the blame lay, a lesson had
been learned by both consumers and suppliers, who resolved to
stock up the town’s warehouses over the coming summer. Fur-
ther to ensure that the situation would not repeat itself, the North-
West Mounted Police, who had kept watch over the winter sup-
plies, enforced a regulation made by Commissioner Walsh that
all men crossing the passes have at least 1,095 pounds of provi-
sions to support themselves for a year's stay.?'

To everyone's relief, the winter of 1897-98 officially ended on 8
June with the arrival of the Mae West, one of the steamers which
had spent the winter locked in Yukon River ice.22 Another good
omen was the fact that her cargo included whisky. At that point
bars had been serving what amounted to whisky-flavoured
water; “thirsty” rather than “hungry"” might be the best descrip-
tion of the badly stocked town.

When the ice broke up and the steamers could move freely
again along the Yukon River, the news spread wide across the
continent and the great Klondike rush was on. Perhaps the most
eager were the thousands who had camped on Bennett Lake,
impatiently awaiting their chance to be among the first to grasp at
the pot of gold.

Mixed in with the multitude were speculators and entrepre-
neurs who had heard that Dawson was a starvation camp, that
any conceivable article could be unloaded on that desperate
town at prices unheard of in any previous placer camp. Such
rumours seemed all the more believable in conjunction with out-
of-date reports which had come out of the town the year before,
before Dawson'’s first millionaires had left, when there were still
enough nuggets to go around. Such testimonials as the following
one, issued in June 1897 and republished later that year, fos-
tered the vision of Dawson as exceedingly rich and very hungry.
“There are more ways of making money here than any place |
ever saw . . . Big money can be made by bringing in a small outfit
overtheicethisfall. . .| have seen gold dust unti! it seems al-
most as cheap as sawdust.”23

Since these individual businessmen were to some extent in ac-
tive competition with the already entrenched monopolies, their
greatest advantage in the battle for the market was timing. Tradi-
tionally the first and the last boatloads of goods commanded the
best prices. There was, therefore, a rush of a specialized kind
which took place within the 5,000-craft armada in the great June
boat race to Dawson.2* The goal was to be the first into town with
the goods and services which the population craved. The stakes
were high, but they were equalled by the risks involved. While the
passes had the advantage at first of being the fastest route to the
Klondike (since the Yukon's northerly mouth did not thaw for
shipping until early July) the probability of loss or spoilage over
that precarious trail was considerable. Costs were high, even
though most of the traders built their own scows. Early spring
shipment by native packers from Skagway to Bennett Lake
amounted to about 12 cents a pound, and would increase when
the ice was replaced with the more treacherous spring mud.?5
The chances of meeting disaster on the river were fairly good,
considering the unwieldy nature of many of the home-made craft
and scows. Miles Canyon and the Five Finger Rapids had be-
come legendary graves for men and merchandise, while the riv-
er's countless shoals and sandbars were particularly hazardous
in the early spring and late fall, when the freezing of the river’s tri-
butaries lowered the water level. The final risk concerned the
market itseif, the chance that it might already be deflated by ear-
lier arrivals. To the successful went the spoils in the form of astro-
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nomical prices. The best-known example is H.L. ("Cow") Miller,
who sold the products of Dawson's first milk cow at a phenome-
nal $30 per gallon.?¢ Ice cream was proportionately $10 a glass.
One dollar, the lowest negotiable sum, would buy a tin of meat or
potatoes or one piece of fruit — unless the fruit was one of the few
melons, which sold for $25 to $35.27 Two-fifty would buy either a
pound of butter or a dozen eggs, both at a fraction of their winter
values.28 Flour prices dropped dramatically as soon as the first
sack hit the wharf; the inflated market collapsed and the price for
a 50-pound sack plummetted from $50 to $12.50 to $3.2° Tobac-
co, once completely off the market, had returned to it and “Old
Chum” cost 75 cents a pound and “T & B” cost $1. Whisky was
once again available at $15 per bottle (see also Appendix J).

Unguestionably, the summer of 1898 was a high point of Daw-
son’'s commercial enterprise. Among the variegated memories of
glitter and mud, dancing girls and disappointed goldseekers, are
the recurring stories of the success and failure of enterprising in-
dividuals, partnerships and multi-departmental companies. Like
the miners they supplied, they lived their Klondike adventure in
the belief that gold and initiative made anything possible.

Yukon commercial activity was no longer the domain of a few
large companies that it had once been. Just as the spread of the
Klondike news had thrown open the goldfields to masses of
hopeful prospectors, so the field of merchandising attracted a
great number and variety of participants - large and small enter-
prises, some with vast experience and others with none whatso-
ever. Every miner entering the country bearing his required half-
ton of goods was a potential trader. The commercial spectrum of
Dawson extends from the large, established corporations to
these individuals, unintentionally involved, “swapping” their
wares on the Dawson waterfront.

Delving into the chaos of the Dawson marketplace that season,
one can discern certain formative trends. Certain general types
of merchant activity can be drawn from available examples. The
first type of merchandising to be considered involves the largest
and most influential mercantile interests in Dawson. These com-
panies were abie to control all phases of the supply and distribu-
tion process, from their purchasing agents outside, their sea-
coast connections at Saint Michael and their river fleets to their
storage and retail outlets in Dawson. The first such companies to
join the ranks of the existing major firms were the Alaska Explora-
tion Company (the AE Company) and the Seattle-Yukon Trans-
portation Company (the SYT Company). Based in San Francisco
and Seattle respectively, these firms announced their candidacy
before the first of their river steamers had left Saint Michael bear-
ing hundreds of tons of provisions, along with materials for corru-

gated iron warehouses, stores and winter quarters.3° By the end
of August, notice of complete stocks in their warehouses ap-
peared in the Nugget?®' In the case of the SYT Company, the
mayor of Seattle, W.D. Wood, had resigned his post to come
north and personally manage the firm.32

On a smaller scale, but still in control of all aspects of the trade,
was the California-Yukon Trading Company. With the arrival of
her stearner Rideoutproudly bearing 500 tons of freight for the
camp, construction was begun on warehouses and wharves.3?
From Vancouver emerged the British American Corporation, a
transportation company running two river steamers, which in
September bought out a local merchant and opened a store and
warehouses in Klondike City, the community across the Klondike
River from Dawson.3* Another well-known firm (though without a
river fleet of its own) was the Joseph Ladue Gold Mining and De-
velopment Company. As president and managing director of the
New York-financed firm, Ladue made his final trip to his townsite
in September 1898 for the opening of the company's store. Daw-
son had become everything that Ladue could have imagined
when he first laid claim to the swamp. It was to be his last impres-
sion of the place, for he died of tuberculosis three years later.
His firm opened its store by advertising goods of the best quality,
adapted to Klondike use, all at reasonable prices. “Come and
examine our flour, beans, bacon, sugar, eggs, butter, teas, cof-
fees, spices, canned fruits, dried fruits, tobacco, candies, cloth-
ing, underclothing, boots, shoes, stationery, etc.”3¢ The firm re-
tained its founder’'s name, and survived Ladue by almost a
decade as one of Dawson's reliable general supply firms and
steam sawmills.

There was no doubt that the NAT&T and AC companies still
controlled the bulk of Dawson's trade. Tappan Adney maintained
that of the 7,540 tons of freight brought in on the lower river route
(via Saint Michael) by 1 September 1898, half was carried by
these two companies.3” By this time, the AC Company was run-
ning a total of 13 steamers, and had four warehouses, one of
which was exclusively for warm storage.38 Their total capacity
was 5,000 tons, but four more sheds were under construction. In
reporting the growth of these two companies over the summer of
1898, the Nuggetleaned heavily toward the AC Company. The
newspaper’'s scathing articles led one to believe that the NAT&T
Company's sales had suffered profoundly from the discredit
earned by Healy,? but his recall eased the situation.

The success of these companies in terms of their prominence
and popularity was largely due, according to the Nugget, to their
specialized consideration of the needs of the miner. The three-
storey AC Company building, an indisputably central point in the
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Dawson business area, was organized on this basis. The first
floor had rows of offices where clerks dealt with the daily tasks of
outfitting, transportation, mail, cash and credit. Nearby were 22
safety deposit boxes of case-hardened steel set in a wall of ma-
sonry and concrete. Beyond this opened up a veritable empori-
um, where “countless shelves groaning under their loads'4° of
staples and luxuries were divided into departments according to
the priorities of the miner-consumer. First came the grocery de-
partment, then hardware, china, glassware and drugs. The sec-
ond storey had mens' furnishings, combining standard heavy-
duty Klondike clothing, robes and boots with “fancy and dress
shirts, beautiful neck wear of latest designs, knox and stetson
hats in assortments equal to any shown in the avenues of New
York, Chicago or San Francisco."4! A recently opened showroom
contained a housekeeping department as well as ladies’ dry
goods and clothing. The newspaperman describing the store
was highly impressed with additional and separate facilities for
delivery, for ice supply, for warm storage (with accurate check-
ing and a 24-hour guard) and for the assaying and storing of
gold. A final revelation was the clean and comfortably furnished
employees’ residence. The author's concluding comment on
such large enterprises was that their impressive installations re-
flected a “faith in the permanence of the country and of Dawson
in particular as a great distribution centre.”

The second group of merchants to thrive that summer often did
so interdependently with these companies. Although the large
companies retailed some of their goods in yearly outfit lots, they
were in effect wholesale firms as well. Through them, individual
merchants could purchase their goods, then have them shipped,
stored and delivered for further sale. Alternatively small mer-
chants could buy the goods through their own outside agents,
then have them shipped on vessels usually owned by these large
companies. There were, in addition, several independent river
transportation companies which catered to individuals, mer-
chants and companies. On the lower river route, the Columbia
Navigation Company and the Empire Transportation Company
(with a fleet of 18 steamers) operated, making connections for
Seattle at Saint Michael.*2 Goods could also be shipped in via
Skagway, connecting at Bennett Lake with either the Bennett
Lake and Klondike Navigation Company or the Canadian Devel-
opment Company. Before long, a fleet of scows was also operat-
ing regularly on this upper river route, to expedite quick delivery
of small consignments.

There is an understandable lack of information about most of
the 300 “stores and saloons' recorded in the police census of

“July 1898.43 Those who advertised or were mentioned in news-

paper reports leave a hazy idea of the retailing practices of Daw-
son’s many individual merchants. Approximately 36 retail outlets
for general merchandise, groceries, dry goods, furs, wines, li-
quor and tobacco (these three usually sold together in saloons
and restaurants), jewelry, house furnishings and lumber adver-
tised inthe Klondike Nugget Over 20 others were mentioned in
articles and reports. By the end of the season the paper was sin-
gling out several individual merchants whose impressive stocks
implied that they were in Dawson to stay. Among therh was the
partnership of O'Donoghue and Swift of Kingston, whose lines of
groceries, wines, liquors and general merchandise were pro-
claimed outstanding in terms of quality and selection. Their
wares apparently included many articles not otherwise obtaina-
ble in the city. The Macaulay Brothers were similarly praised for
their latest styles in dry goods as well as for their complete stock
of groceries. Their shelves contained such delicacies as jams,
jellies, pickles and olives, all of which would help “to make the
Klondike life something of a pleasure."45

A third kind of merchant was the small trader who arrived in the
Yukon with his own stock all ready to sell. He brought his goods
with him; consequently he was able to act independently of the
Dawson jobbers or wholesale firms. These traders have already
been introduced as they patiently waited for spring breakup at
the head of Bennett Lake. On one Yukon River boat it was later
recorded, “the majority of the 30 passengers were going into the
interior to make money through the sale of merchandise.'4¢ Their
stocks were small (necessarily, for those crossing the passes),
but usually highly sought after for the luxuries they included.
Fresh meat, fruit and vegetables and dairy products were the
most popular cargo — items rarely included in the miner’'s own
outfit and both risky and expensive to ship. Once they had scan-
ned the market situation, these traders could return to their out-
side supply bases in the hopes of freighting in another load. A
particularly profitable enterprise that summer (and for long after)
was livestock. The animals could be herded overland on the Dal-
ton Trail, skirting the passes from the panhandle to Fort Selkirk on
the Yukon River where the trail met the upper river steamer route.
Dawson, the herders knew, was a seller's market.

One of the best known of these independent produce traders
was R.J. Gandolfo, an Italian fruit seller, whose first shipment of
eight tons of oranges, lemons, bananas and cucumbers arrived
in an untouched market at $1 apiece.4’ Paul Mizony, whose fa-
ther carried in perishable stock over the same trail, recalls:

The prices we got for some of the articles were as follows:
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18 Scows along the Dawson waterfront.
(Public Archives Canada, PA 16182)

19 Cheechacos "swapping" and selling
out, Dawson, 1898.
(Public Archives Canada, PA 13432))
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potatoes $1.00
onions .75
eggs 2.50
butter 2.50
oranges and lemons 75.00 a box
canned tongue 1.00a can

Other itemns like canned jams, salmon, milk, tomatoes and meat,
brought like prices. Our perishables we sold at wholesale, the
other merchandise at wholesale and retail. Most of our stock was
sold out in about a weeks [sic] time.8

These prices are only one example, providing a very general pic-
ture of the situation. Uncontrollable price patterns marked most
of the summer of 1898.4° As a significant element of Dawson's
waterfront, the transient produce vendors were in later years to
become the bane of general merchant establishments and their
stable market conditions.

The final group of merchants (who never thought of themselves
either as a group or as merchants) comprised an unknown num-
ber of men who never expected to earn their Klondike gold as
traders. Many an eager goldseeker who had hauled his required
half-ton outfit all the way to Dawson discovered that, while the
cost of living was every bit as high as expected, the rich claims
needed to support it were no longer available. He rapidly con-
cluded that his outfit must be sold to obtain the necessary fare to
return home. One outfit was good collateral, but many men
amassed a number of them and temporarily became small retail-
ers themselves. The familiar Dawson sign, “$15,000 money
wanted - this entire stock to be cleared out at once — prices very
low"50 demonstrates that one man could become a commission
agent of sorts for several others sharing his desire to leave as
soon as possible. Any man who was willing to speculate in provi-
sions in order to raise enough capital to go into mining falls into
this category as well. Jeremiah Lynch’s career is an excellent ex-
ample. Lynch began by buying up the flour in a consignment of
goods which the AC Company had turned over to the Bank of
British North America when the consignee failed to pay up.
Lynch managed to sell the flour for $3 a sack less than the pre-
vailing price. With his profit from this transaction, he came back
for other staples in the same consignment.5’

These entrepreneurs and impatient traders shared, for the
most par, a brief and disordered career in Dawson. The hectic,
bazaar-like atmosphere of their activity dominated many a first
visual impression of the city.52 The subject of a great number of
photographs, it presents a fascinating and detailed picture.

. Many who arrived in small boats and scows never left the water-
front, where they formed a “wobbly two-mile clutter from the

mouth of the Klondike to Moosehide Hill""53 (Figs. 18-19). A sand
bar to the south of the steamer landings was jammed with tents
and scows so that there were only two narrow thoroughfares to
the water. Hastily constructed shelves of planks and crates
creaked with merchandise. The terms of purchase were based
on the best offer or, in many cases, on barter. Photographs sug-
gest that some booths specialized in certain commodities ~ case
lots of condensed milk, sacks of flour, boots, saws or rifles, for
example. One trader, by the look of his display, must have found
argyle socks particularly hard to sell (Fig. 20).

As the season wore on, those hoping to leave tried desperately
to get rid of their goods. While provisions were still limited and
high-priced, dry goods of every description glutted the market at
prices slashed to half what had been paid fér them in Seattle or
Victoria. in some cases that dealer had no choice but to auction
off his stock. For a month Dawson was witness to “boots and
shoes and rubber boots and the thousand and one things we all
brought with us going at prices which would make a Clarke
Street Chicago second hand man sick with envy.”54 The out-of-
here-or-bust mood prevalent in the cramped canvas quarters
was further encouraged by attractive newspaper advertisements
forimmediate passage outside. In one instance a group travell-
ing out through the NAT&T Company got special rates 50 per
cent lower than the standard rates earlier in the season .55

While Front Street remained the city's expensive commercial
"strip,” newly erected structures were gradually creeping along
the cross streets (mainly York, King, Queen and Princess) to Sec-
ond Avenue, where land was cheaper. Summer traders, who had
little capital for land or lumber but wished to operate in this cen-
tral business section, often opened simple booths — canvas-cov-
ered log frames tucked away between two larger buildings ( see
Fig. 21). Gandolfo, the fruit vendor, paid an astonishing $120 per
month rent for 5 feet of street frontage in his first quarters.s Plate
glass of any kind was not to be had that summer, so booths and
storefronts alike opened right out onto the street or (in some parts
of Front Street) onto the sidewalk. Hooks, frames and cords were
used as extensions of the tiny interiors of such shops to hold and
display all manner of crumpled dry goods, used or warped tools
and tangled tin masses of cooking utensils (Figs. 22-26).

Against the dismantled Yukon stove or the sluice box full of
hip-length rubber boots leaned the proprietor. His waterstained
tent sometimes bore a hand-painted sign, or more often no sign
at all for his wares were known to all. He had lightered his own
load onto the beaches of Dyea, packed all 2,000 pounds of it
over the Chilkoot, pried it loose from the mud on the trail, and per-
haps rescued it from one of the shoals along the Yukon River, un-
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20 An early “specialist” in dry goods, 21 Captain Jack Crawford's store in Daw- 22 An early general merchant, 1898 or
Dawson, ca. 1898 son, ca. 1898 1899. (Public Archives Canada. PA
(Public Archives Canada, PA 13490.) {Public Archives Canada. PA 16924.) 13395.)
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23 The Northwest Trading and Commis-
sion Company: "All kinds of merchan-
dise bought and sold," 1898 or 1899
(Public Archives Canada, PA 13402.)

24 Reselling outfits at the Dawson water- 25 "We buy and sell merchandise,” 1898

front, probably 1898. (Public Archives Ben Levy was to become one of Daw-
Canada, PA 13501.) son's better-known clothing mer-
chants.
(Public Archives of Canada, PA
13394.)
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26 Selling out in Dawson. Asahel Curtis,
photographer.
(Photography Collection, Special Col-
lections, University of Washington
Library.)
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til at last he had reached the mecca - Dawson, a muddy con-
gestion of stumps, sawdust and dogs, populated by innumerable
cheechacos or tenderfeet like himself. This population, it
seemed, had one thought in mind: to get rid of the condensed
milk and the mackinaw suits to a luckier (or more naive) gold-
seeker who intended to stay inside, and to return to the relative
sanity and security of Montreal or Seattle.

By the end of the shipping season (4 October that year), the
maijority of disillusioned or homesick cheechacos had managed
to swap enough for a passage outside. Among those who had
reason to remain, there was an unquestionable confidence in the
air. There would be no talk of starvation in Dawson this fall. Well-
stocked warehouses, busy order offices and hurried autumn
construction all reflected what the Nuggettermed the "faith of the
moneyed men in the Klondike."5” When Joe Ladue arrived in
town late in August the newspaper turned to him, as if for a pa-
triarchal blessing. Ladue was glad to oblige, and the Nuggetre-
ported that the city’s founder was much pleased with the growth
and stability he saw around him.

The daily arrivals of loaded supply vessels over the last months
had allowed many a new establishment to blossom in elegant
premises. The Fairview and Aurora hotels and the Monte Carlo
saloon were known as Dawson's ‘first class' establishments. For
those who could afford them, shipments of mirrors and mahog-
any replaced newspapered walls and rough-hewn benches. By
September two furniture stores were in business, one oftering
“bed room suites, parlour, office, dining room and saloon chairs,
rockers, cobbler-seats, armchairs.”58 In addition to the already
successful lumber trade, there was a burgeoning tinware indus-
try manufacturing pipes, fittings and, as winter drew near, quanti-
ties of Yukon stoves. In this field McLennan and McFeely were pi-
oneers. They had lost no time in opening branches of their
establishment in Bennett and Dawson (Fig. 17). “Mc & Mc"” was a
well-known firm in Vancouver, and this act of faith in the potential
of the district did not go unnoticed in the Dawson business com-
munity.

The two most significant features of the market at the season’s
end were the greatly increased variety of available commodities
and the corresponding drop in prices.5® The price of eggs settled
at a respectable $3 a dozen, tinned fruit and vegetables at 75
cents a can, bread at 25 cents a loaf. Tinned meat was expen-
sive - $2.50 a can — while potatoes were less than 50 cents a
pound, half their July price. While such prices were not necessar-
ily the cheapest such items had been, the arbitrary and fluctuat-
ing element in the market had been settied.

The multitudinous Dawson restaurateurs were among the most
astute observers of market fluctuations (Fig. 27). By the end of
the season, some of the more popular restaurants were reflecting
the time-of-plenty atmosphere with extensive and elaborate men-
us. For the most part, though, there was little choice in which res-
taurant one frequented. One weary customer reported, “You can
eat anywhere. Its all equally bad and dear.”€ The average menu
card ran as follows:

Sandwiches $ .75each
Dough-nuts .75 perorder
Pies ....ccccovvenene .75 per cut
Turnovers ..................... .75 per order
Ginger cake .75 per cut
Coffeecake .................. 1.00 per cut
Caviare sandwiches ..... 1.00 each
Sardine sandwiches ..... 1.00 each
Stewed fruits ................ .50 perdish
Canned fruits ................ 1.00 per order
Coldmeats ................... 1.50 per order
Raw Hamburg steak ..... 2.00 per order
Chocolate or cocoa ...... .75 percup
Teaorcoffee ................ .50 per cup®

What form some of the more appetizing of these items actually
took is anyone’s guess. One wonders, for instance, whether the
“caviare” was one of the dreadful pastes or tablets which had
appeared in the territory, suitably reconstituted. The stewed fruits
were probably evaporated ones, disguised, and the cold meats
were undoubtedly tinned. What was contained in the “Raw Ham-
burg steak?” In reporting this menu, Tappan Adney registers his
own doubts about the possibility of creating these meals from the
meagre pile of tins and bottles which actually appeared on the
shelf behind the counter. Eateries of this sort sprang up across
the town. While there are no references to deaths as a result of
their meals, the very experience must have given rise to a num-
ber of unpleasant epithets as alternatives to "Paris of the North.”
Mercantile stability, the first signs of which had been confirmed
that fall by the town's founding father, was not easily won. In
Dawson itself there were tremendous physical obstacles to over-
come before the overgrown mining camp would give way to any-
thing like “civilization.” Problems of health, sanitation, fuel and
fresh water supply, muddy thoroughfares and fire prevention
gained increasing newspaper consideration as winter ap-
proached. While the Yukon Territorial Council was expected to
deal with these urban problems, the responsible merchants were
acutely aware of the pressing need for an active municipal orga-
nization. Incorporation of the city of Dawson was the obvious first
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27 Paying with gold dust, probably at one
of Dawson's early restaurants. Note
the newspaper wall-covering. (Public
Archives Canada, C5393)



proposal, and was initially a popular one among the city's com-
mercial vested interests.®2 Municipal taxation was a fair price to
pay for progress - improvements, protection and an increased
political voice.

The issue was given greater urgency when, in October 1898,
a $503,000 fire in Dawson'’s business section levelled hotels, sa-
loons, stores and other businesses to frozen rubble 8 The mat-
ter of incorporation would be tossed about for another four years
between Dawson citizens and the Yukon Territorial Council,.
where the power to initiate the process resided. The merchants,
represented after August 1899 by the Dawson City Board of
Trade,® would not always maintain the position on which they
had united in the fall of 1898. Throughout these years the topic
remained a lively one during the dark winter days around the Yu-
kon stoves. There it competed with the gold royalty, freight rates,
high prices, land speculation and newly exchanged gold claims
as the basis for opinionated discussion. Dawson merchants
turned their full attention to these concerns, alleviated by talk
about team sports, social functions and newly organized frater-
nal orders in the days when the sun barely skimmed the top of
the Midnight Dome, the height of land overlooking Dawson from
the east. For most of the storekeepers who decided to winter in-
side, 1897-98 had been a good season. Leather pokes and iron
warehouses bulged alike, and there was an optimism about the
place which two major conflagrations could not destroy.%5 As far
as anyone knew, the mother lode was still to be found.

The Hinterland Market

The summer of 1898 ended on a note of general confidence for
the Dawson business community. While the future of the trade
seemed active and profitable, effecting a reliable permanent
supply system for such a remote settlement posed staggering
problems. This chapter delves into the various risks and obsta-
cles which limited and threatened a prosperous and stable sup-
ply trade during the years 18399 to 1904.

The context in which this particular period of merchandising is
discussed is that of the unique hinterland relationship between
the Yukon and its southern supply bases. The salient features of
the hinterland may be reduced to a combination of severe cli-
matic conditions and immense distance from the major supply
bases. Together they limited extensive trade to a short season
and called for an expensive system of transportation that could
reliably provide the community with its yearly supplies during a
four-month period. The resulting market was unguestionably
high-priced, speculative and increasingly limited to those mer-
chants who had enough capital to cope with the inalterable prob-
lems of such a system.

These problems can be reduced to four main categories: (1)
the constant risk of loss and miscalculation in shipping; (2) the
necessity of year-round storage for heavy stocks; (3) depend-
ence on distant financial obligations which contradicted the un-
limited credit prevalent in a placer gold-mining town, and finally
(4) the persistently high cost of transportation. Above all, the mar-
ket in general commodities was totally dependent on outside
sources for its entire stock.

Joseph Ladue had chosen Dawson's location on the banks of
the Yukon waterway for the obvious reason that the river had al-
ways provided for the inflow of goods and the outflow of gold. In
1899 the traffic between Saint Michael and Dawson included 32
steamers which, by September of that year, made for daily arriv-
als at the Dawson wharves.! The gold-rush had opened the Chil-
koot and White Pass routes as equally popular approaches to the
goldfields. As long as time was of the essence, the latter routes
remained important, since they were shorter and could be tra-
velled earlier in the season than could the lower Yukon River.
While statistics for 1899 show that 20 steamers linked Dawson to
the upper lakes and to those passes,? the pass routes them-
selves were essentially unimproved mountain tracks which could
hardly bear traffic more extensive than the freighting of individual
consignments. Although the upriver steamship companies (i.e.,
those running between Dawson and Bennett Lake) were worked
to capacity,? the lower river transportation companies maintained
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their favoured position among merchants and importers of large
consignments.

A major achievement in Yukon transportation was the success-
ful completion of the White Pass and Yukon Route railroad. By
modernizing a hazardous transit system over the passes and by
offering a reliable link in the commercial chain joining supplier
and merchant, the railroad served to temper the acutely seasonal
Dawson market and further the self-confidence of local business-
men. The 110-mile line linked the Pacific coast at Skagway to the
Yukon River at Whitehorse, the official railhead after 30 July
1900.4 With the addition of a telegraph system between Dawson
and Skagway in September 18995 and a similarly improved
postal system, the north was greatly opened that year to com-
mercial enterprise.

Despite these improvements, the constant factors of distance
and climate continued to make the business of freighting of
goods to Dawson a seasonal and risky endeavour. Ice left the
Yukon River at Dawson on varying dates in May, and the first
steamers from Whitehorse arrived in early June. Saint Michael
steamers could not start upriver much before the end of that
month.8 The last steamer dockings in Dawson usually occurred
late in October or during the first few days of November,” how-
ever, river navigation in autumn was notoriously difticult, forice
on the head waters lowered the water level and exposed danger-
ous shoals. A boat stranded late in the season would have to
spend the winter encased in Yukon River ice. Success in avoid-
ing the hazards of transportation and in ordering the proper
quantity of goods to suit the trade required a calculating and
knowledgeable entrepreneur. Such a businessman had to un-
derstand the tight yearly schedule of stock-taking, ordering and
shipping which became a selective and highly speculative pro-
cedure, demanding the most sensitive timing.

By January the astute merchant could give his attention to the
first catalogues and price lists to arrive at his store.® Orders
which were intended for the first spring shipments had to be sent
out by March, even though winter was far frorn over and business
at that time was traditionally poor.® Until a through telegraph con-
nection to the outside world was completed in 1901, the order it-
self took one to two weeks to reach Vancouver.'° The spring or-
dering procedure also included travel by company representa-
tives. Drummers or salesmen from Vancouver, Seattle and the
east came north to scan the Dawson situation, and Dawson buy-
ers went south to check the available stock in those centres. The
first outbound boat of the season usually carried local merchants
and agents going outside to solidify contacts for the rest of the
year."!

Another spring phenomenon of the Dawson supply business
was stocking up scows at the north end of Lake Laberge during
the month before breakup. Since the ice on Lake Laberge broke
almost a month before that on the rivers, the enterprising early-
birds who capitalized on this route were the first to offer the
winter-weary Dawsonites those perishable luxuries (cream, or-
anges, lemons, hams, honey, apples, eggs, etc.) that they
craved.'2 After the initial rush had subsided in early July, a sec-
ond very important round of orders was sent out, taking into ac-
count the long-term needs for heavy goods and staples for the
winter market.

The theme of the summer shipping season was undoubtedly
"ship it now while you can."” It was possible that an order sent out
as late as mid-July could arrive too late in the season to continue
down the Yukon River. Goods so delayed were left in the ware-
houses in Whitehorse, and when these were full, the consign-
ments came no farther than Skagway.'3 Goods rushed through to
Dawson at the last minute risked being caught part-way along
the river at freeze-up. In 1899, for instance, local merchants lost
an estimated $700,000 on 1,400 tons of unprotected meats, gro-
ceries, general merchandise and machinery abandoned be-
tween Selkirk and Dawson.'* Again in 1903 a particularly high
number of shipments was caught along the river in this way.
While a winter recovery service by sleigh (such as the one oper-
ated by the White Pass Company) did restore some goods to the
consignee, high rates made the service worthwhile only on the
most saleable articles such as perishable fruit and dairy prod-
ucts, which would otherwise succumb immediately to the effects
of frost. Hardware and dry goods were often ieft where they
stood until later in the winter when the market for them would be
more lucrative.'s The fact that these articles were expected to
survive such a rigorous winter, if stranded, gives weight to the re-
puted insistence of Dawson merchants on goods of the highest
quality and the best pack.'® A potential wholesale supplier might
well have been asked to describe his packing procedure before
any commitment was made on the part of an interested Dawson
purchaser.!?

The danger of winter storage through non-arrival of goods was
gradually overshadowed in this period by the upsetting possibil-
ity of overstocking the market. For this reason, the winter of
1901-02 was a particularly unprofitable one. The brisk commer-
cial activity of the previous summer had deceived even the most
astute merchants into overestimating the needs of the winter to
follow. The resuit was a glutted and sagging market, at its worst
in the weeks before the renewal of the shipping season.
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The plight of the general merchant with volumes of slow-mov-
ing stock to clear is forcibly brought home by such plaintive ad-
vertisements as

MUST GO!
300 CASES ST. CHARLES MILK!

AT LESS THAN COST LANDED

Special inducements on large lots.®
and "Groceries free! We mean it!” An interesting case of one
man's miscalculation turning to another's profit is related in the
Canadian Grocer. Prices declined so far on an overstocked mar-
ket of well-known brand tobacco that one speculator was able to
buy up a huge quantity of the stuff in Dawson, reship it to Van-
couver and Seattle and there undercut local prices to his own
profit.1?

Every summer the Dawson buyer faced the same dilemma:
whether to ship in immediately by relying on a long-term estimate
of the winter market situation, or to risk the perils of fall shipping
in order to predict the winter needs more closely. For the pro-
duce dealer, there was the added temptation to ship late and ob-
tain the freshest possible goods for advertisement as leaders in
winter stock.20 Dealers in perishable products also had the op-
tion of buying goods throughout the winter and freighting them in
over the ice. Overland rates were high; consequently the only
shipments consistently worth the risk were perishables which
would find a ready market on arrival. On these trips, oil-heated
sleighs covered with heavy tarpaulins were used to protect loads
of butter, eggs and meat packed with unusual care. The mer-
chant who could sell off his cold storage stock just in time to meet
one of these convoys from Whitehorse could realize profits of up
to 600 per cent.2' By 19083, this winter trade in fresh products
warranted fortnightly steamer trips from Vancouver, connection
by rail to Whitehorse, and then travel along the overland road
from that point to Dawson.22

Defined and perpetuated by the many factors of geography,
Dawson'’s supply system was an expensive one to run, smoothly
or otherwise. These costs were borne first by the shipping com-
panies, then by the wholesaler, then by the retailer and finally by
the consumer himself. Such a capital-intensive industry best
served those trading concerns which could afford to participate
in all phases of the commercial process and could, therefore,
presumably offset losses in one field with gains in another. For
the purpoeses of this chapter, the financial obligations of the mer-
chant alone have been broken down to show the extent of his
overhead in terms of buying and transporting the commodities
required. Very basically, the costs included the following: the ex-

penses of communicating with outside wholesalers; compliance
with their methods of payment in order to maintain this contact;
high overhead in terms of storage costs; rent and insurance, and
lastly, the consistently high freight rates on both major routes into
the territory.

In the case of the first two areas mentioned, the advantages of
the large companies are clear. These firms could afford to
maintain permanent purchasing offices in the major cities as well
as to buy in sufficient bulk to earn discounts and special terms
from their wholesale suppliers. These firms in turn became the
prosperous "wholesale-retail” merchants who could profit from
supplying smaller traders. At the turn of the century, the AC Com-
pany, the NAT&T Company, the Alaska Exploration (AE) Compa-
ny, McLennan and McFeely, the Ames Mercantile Company, the
Seattle-Yukon Trading Company and the Dawson Hardware
Company were some of the Dawson businesses which
maintained head offices, permanent buyers or yearly agents out-
side. In some cases (such as the Dawson Hardware Company
and Lilly’s Gun Store) two smaller firms might co-operate by
sending a common agent outside 23

The standard methods of payment for the early 20th century
were hardly conducive to the success of any merchant in a pla-
cer gold-mining camp. The small retailer, whose income was en-
tirely based upon the peculiar institution of open credit extended
to miners and mining companies, was expecially hard hit.
Whether his customers’ spring cleanup was good or not seemed
of little consequence. Summer invoices from Seattle and Vancou-
ver (or at least from Dawson wholesale firms) arrived with unfail-
ing regularity, since the supply houses themselves were
hounded by creditors. The nearly universal practice of allowing
30 days for the invoice and 90 days to pay was incompatible with
northern commercial practices. Given the normal shipping de-
lays, it was possible, under this standardized system, for the in-
voice to demand payment before the goods had materialized on
Dawson's wharves.?

The only recourse available was acceptance of the most ex-
tended terms of payment available at the sacrifice of discounts
on the price. Spot cash, a common way of getting reduced
prices, was out of the question for buyers whose own income
came from a credit system. Drafts on local banks could be made
while the bank held as collateral the bill of lading,?s equivalent to
the consignee's receipt and claim of ownership in case of loss or
damage. But with bank interest rates reaching as much as 10 per
cent per month in 1900, the cost of loans put them virtually be-
yond the reach of borrowers.26 Another problem was that terms
of payment in the comparatively fast-paced grocery trade (as op-
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posed to the dry goods or hardware business) were more press-
ing and discounts less inviting.2” This must have been an espe-
cially depressing consideration for the Dawson food merchant;
his goods did not necessarily move quickly, and payment for
what amounted to nearly a year's stock was demanded in a few
large cash outlays in late spring and early summer. Some Daw-
son merchants felt that the only equitable method of payment
would be one which was arranged on a two-year credit basis. As
long as the prevailing system held, Dawson merchants were sub-
ject to the demands of larger moneyed corporations, whether
these were banks or trading companies.

A natural consequence of the short purchasing season in the
Yukon was the need for year-round storage. Indeed, a most
prominent feature of the Dawson skyline after 1898 was the
sprawl of long, low corrugated iron warehouses which held the
larger part of eight months’ supplies for the city. By the summer
of 1899 the prerogative of providing public storage, warm and
cold, for the many individuals and merchants who couid not af-
ford the costs of their own warehouses was shared by nine large
firms.28 For most of them, warehousing represented only one
segment of a multi-faceted trading operation. The season of
1900 left the White Pass and Yukon Route railway, probably the
largest of the storage concerns, being owed $225,000 for its
public storage facilities.?® This fact certainly suggests that the
need for storage on a continuous basis was a yearly financialem-
barrassment for many Dawson merchants. Rates charged by the
Yukon Dock Company in 1900 were $7.50 a ton per month for
warm storage and $15 a ton per month for artificial cold
storage.® While storekeepers might have found the rent high, the
dock company felt justified; land rents along the river where
warehouses were located were especially high, and insurance
rates on cargo as precious as the city's yearly supplies were
exorbitant. After the city's incorporation in 1902, steep storage
rates were further justified in the light of higher land taxes.

The destructive fires that raged yearly in Dawson’s business
section during its early history explain both the high insurance
rates (they ran between 5 and 7 per cent in 1902)?! and the loca-
tion of many of the city's warehouses five or six blocks from the
core area, which was bounded by Front Street and Third Avenue.
While warehoused goods were insured, goods on display in
shops as merchandise were in virtual tinder-boxes. Insurance for
places of business (stores and hotels) on Front Street and Sec-
ond and Third avenues was unobtainable 32

The trend in real estate values in Dawson from 1900 onward
was an unequivocal downward plunge, with rents for both land
and storage reluctantly following suit. Nevertheless, the rents

charged by boom-town landiords did not reflect the economic

slump very closely; the reduction in rents was neither large nor
frequent enough to keep up with the gradually declining profits
experienced by most merchants 33

The largest single item of capital outlay for any Dawson mer-
chant, beyond the initial purchase of goods, was transportation.
With the completion of the White Pass and Yukon Route railway
(the WPYRY) in 1900, the shipping monopoly was shared out be-
tween that company on the upper river and the competing AC
and NAT&T companies on the lower river route. While improve-
ments in both river and rail transportation gradually lowered rates
from 1900 to 1902,34 the fact remained that
the companies employed in freighting goods to Dawson went to
large capital expenditure firmly convinced that they were taking
great risks and under the impression that the life of their business
would be very short and that the only chance of getting any profit
from their investments was by charging rates that would bring
back such capital and profit within a very short period3s
As far as clients were concerned, there seemed to be noendin
sight to this period of high transportation costs.

S. Morley Wickett, in his 1802 article “Yukon Trade,"36 claimed
that the Saint Michael to Dawson (lower river) route rates were to-
tally out of line. His objection was that, while these companies
were capable of landing goods at Dawson for only $30 per ton,
their rates were on the average much greater - over three times
greater, according to an agent of the AC Company in 1900.37 Ex-
ceedingly high as these rates were, the WPYR was unable to
compete with them at first. Clients found it profitable to ship by
rail only those perishables and goods that required faster deliv-
ery than the cheaper river steamers could provide. Alter a sum-
mer of verbal dissent, led by the Nugget and an actual boycott
of the railway by many merchants, the government finally.inter-
vened on the issue in November 1901.38 The rail monopoly was
threatened by this action, and the WPYR lowered its rates.

Dealing with either rail or steamer transportation companies
demanded a certain knack on the part of the shipper or mer-
chant. He was required to interpret the rates in terms of their rela-
tive advantages to his own particular circumstances. As Wickett
pointed out, a railway contract worked out by an astute merchant
might cost him $30 less per ton than the rate obtained by a less
calculating negotiator.3® More serious accusations of out-and-out
favouritism toward large shippers on the part of the WPYR were
never actually substantiated,*® but merchants telt themseives at
a disadvantage in dealing with the railroad. The small dealer in
food products was a most unhappy client. While rail was the ob-
vious way to import perishables, such heavy items as fresh butter
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were among the most expensive to ship in lots of less than one
carload. Other goods on which freight charges were almost pro-
hibitive were hay, lumber and furniture.*! Adding to the ill will
which many Dawson traders felt toward the freighting companies
was the notorious reluctance of both river and rail companies to
reveal their new rate schedules each spring. Their April an-
‘nouncements came weeks after the first orders had been sent
out 42

While increased competition between rail and steamer serv-
ices did precipitate a so-called “rate war” in 1902,%3 price-cutting
hostilities were of neither a degree nor a duration to encourage
customers to any great extent. At least one client shipping shelf
hardware (the most expensive category in the WPYR schedule)*
felt that the rail tariff was still too high, and turned his business
over to the river trading companies .4

On the issue of freight rates, the editor of the Dawson Daily
News spoke up in defence of the business firms and consumers
who ultimately bore the brunt of transportation policy:

There is an unfortunate opinion prevailing on the outside to the
effect that in Dawson people will pay any price for anything and
everything sent in there, and that, therefore, there would be no
need for transportation companies reducing their high freight
tariffs. %6

The editorial reveals a certain unfortunate truth. High prices were
inevitable to some degree, yet they were foisted on consumers
by large companies as an unfair reflection of a commercial boom
which had come and gone. To a certain extent the cost of living in
Dawson was eternally doomed to be an inaccurate reflection of
an earlier prosperity.

The working relationship between Dawson trader, transporta-
tion company and outside supplier has been discussed largely in
terms of the problems encountered by the northern merchant. A
shift in emphasis from the inside to the outside centres which
served its needs brings forth a certain aspect of Pacific coast-
Klondike trade, one that attracted the concern of both local and
national press after the turn of the century. The issue is one of na-
tionality; more precisely, of American versus Canadian control of
the Yukon market.

To many North Americans in 1898, the golden words of “Klon-
dike” and “Alaska” were synonymous. Some west-coast Cana-
dian advertisers at the time of the rush had obviously encoun-
tered such ignorance on the subject that they felt compelled to
advertise bluntly that the Klondike was indeed in Canadian
territory .47 Despite the town’s location, the population was solidly
American - in 1900, 62 per cent of Dawson'’s inhabitants came

~ from the United States.*® A discussion of the Americanization of

Dawson is far beyond the scope of this report. One aspect of
American influence in the Yukon, however, is definitely relevant
to the matter at hand: the influx into the territory of American
goods and their eventual displacement by Canadian products.
(See also"Satistying the Sourdough Appetite” and Appendix B.)

The struggle between American and Canadian Pacific ports
for hegemony in the northern market has already been dis-
cussed. As the issue developed, Vancouver and Seattle as-
sumed roles representative of two opposing national thrusts. Se-
attle’s position had been particularly strong in the days before
Canadian customs regulations were actively enforced? (i.e.,
prior to the sending of the first detachment of customs officers
from Victoria to the passes at the end of July 1897). Even the ap-
plication of these tarifts, which averaged between 25 and 30 per
centon general merchandise, was not enough to knock the
American port cities out of competition.5° Cheaper goods and a
legitimate headstart had won the battle for Seattle, Portland and
San Francisco. Nevertheless, their fead on the British Columbian
ports was widened by less honourable means, namely by capi-
talizing on the general ignorance of customs procedure at the
passes .5

Long after it became clear that Canadjan customs duties
would be exacted on all American outfits entering the Yukon, the
United States port cities could depend on one overriding advan-
tage. Their agricultural outskirts, including luxuriant California,
were more productive, more varied and closer to hand than any-
thing the British Columbian ports could draw from. Even the Brit-
ish Columbian home market itself was within the sphere of rival
distribution centres to the south. In the case of such products as
lard, ham and bacon the Canadian alternative had to be brought
all the way from Ontario. Once this general condition of the west-
ern Canadian market is recognised, the preponderance of Amer-
ican goods in the Yukon comes as no startling discovery. British
Columbia market reports in the Canadian Groceras late as 1904
reveal that the local sources were in heavy competition with sup-
pliers both from the east and from the American west coast.

The process of ‘entering” American imports at Vancouver or
Victoria was customary among many Dawson shippers. When
the tariff was paid in British Cotumbia rather than in the Yukon,
the goods were shipped north on Canadian vessels, passed
through Alaska in bond, and were brought into the Yukon as
duty-paid goods. The rationale for this process was as follows:
since Canadian customs were based on a percentage of the
original cost, freight and middleman’s profit, customs could be
as much as 50 per cent higher at a Yukon border point than at
Victoria.52 Any means of avoiding this added tariff burden was
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understandably popular. One significant implication of this man-
ner of importation was that, while Canadian customer reports
showed a relative increase in duty-paid or “free” goods entering
the territory, the figures could easily be misinterpreted to indicate
that this was an increase in Canadiangoods reaching the
Yukon.53 (The same cautionary remark must be made about any
table showing an increased number of Canadian vessels plying
the route between British Columbia and northern ports.)* Word
came from the Skagway docks in 1900 that most shipments ac-
cepted as “B:C. goods” were in fact prepaid American products
- canned meats and hams from the east, fruits from Oregon and
California and milk from lllinois were cited as typical examples.5°

Another consideration, reasonable in the light of the outfitting
rush among west-coast dealers and the ensuing struggle to gain
a permanent hold on the Dawson market, was the lasting popu-
larity which could be earned by a brand which had won a foot-
hold in the Yukon. According to S. Morley Wickett, “a name of a
brand counts for much. A few Canadian houses in their Yukon
trade appear not to have been sufficiently jealous of their
name." %€ The collective security of such American brands as
Carnation or Borden's Eagle Brand condensed milk, Agen's but-
ter, Rex meats or Germea breakfast cereal must have presented
tough competition to any Canadian supplier.

The perpetuation of this monopoly was not simply the result of
Seattle's commercial ambitions. The facts that the Fourth of July
was as much a holiday in Dawson as Dominion Day, that a large
number of stores shut up shop on Washington's birthday,5” and
that in 1899 Parson’s Produce Company was known as the only
Canadian firm doing business in its field in the Yukon,%8 lead to
one inescapable conclusion: what really determined the nature
of the Dawson market was the national makeup of its population.
A thorough search of the backgrounds of merchants in the city
has yet to be done (see Appendix C), but a list of "foreign com-
panies licensed by the Commissioner of the Yukon Territory to
carry on business other than mining”%® shows a preponderance
of American firms among the larger trading companies. The list
includes the Northern Commercial (NC) Company, the Joseph
Ladue Mining and Development Company, the Ames Mercantile
Company, the Pacific Cold Storage Company, the NAT&T Com-
pany, the Yukon Storage Company and the Dawson Hardware
Company.% Investment in the NAT&T Company by the large Chi-
cago meat firm of Cudahy is a prime example of connection be-
tween shareholders in Dawson enterprise and American big
business. Governor General Lord Minto, in his tour of the Klon-
dike in 1900, was well aware of this, and was asked to request
some of the largest mercantile firms to furnish an estimate of their

Canadian purchases for that season. In a protestation of good
will and of an acquired interest in Canadian industry, the NAT&T
Company replied that the company preferred to buy Canadian
goods, and endeavoured to seek out those Canadian commodi-
ties not readily available to their American headquarters.%' “For
many reasons” only one-third of their stock was actually found to
be of Canadian packaging or manufacture.

According to a Canadian Manufacturing Association repre-
sentative, the prominent foreign imports to Dawson in 1901 were
as follows:
coffee, baking powder, canned fruits and vegetables, honey,
condensed milk, potatoes, tobacco and cigars, fine confection-
ery, boots and shoes, leather belting, rubber hose, gloves and
mitts, cotton duck, copper wire, wire nails, cordage, wire rope,
spades and shovels.5?

Admitting that Canadian houses had made considerable sales
on their own that year, he offered valuable advice to those Cana-
dian businessmen who wanted to increase their share of the
trade. In all lines of general trade — hardware, dry goods and
food — quality was an essential factor. Canadian clothing, espe-
cially flannel shirts and woollen underwear, was apparently un-
popular because of poor tailoring. Likewise, Canadian rubber
boots were thought to be far too cumbersome. In this case,
Goodyear Rubber Company's “Gold Seal" boots (made in San
Francisco) maintained the unquestionable popularity they had
earned in the first year of the outfitting rush.83

American successes in this matter were popularly thought to
be due to their advanced techniques in packaging, which made
their products both more durable and more attractive. Canadian
fruit tins, for example, were considered heavy and unappealing
at a glance. Similarly, Canadian methods in packaging butter,
cheese and bacon were held to be inferior to those used in Amer-
ican products.54

Lest the situation for Canadian commodities seem too bleak, it
should be noted that the Canadian part of the trade in 1902 was
conservatively estimated at 60 per cent and was growing. This
was indeed an effective, if not a startling, reversal of the Ameri-
can monopoly of approximately 90 per cent of the trade in
1898.55 The ambitious efforts of Vancouver wholesale and ship-
ping concerns had finally paid off, so they thought, in 1901, with
the establishment of a long-awaited government assay office in
that city. Seattle had previously monopolized the process of ex-
changing Yukon gold for American dollars. Now Vancouver be-
lieved that it could channel both the gold and its consequent
credit away from those American businessmen who for too long
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had been "waxing fat and insolent . . . when the golden millions
of the Yukon were poured into their waiting laps."®®

Ironically, the market that British Columbian merchants and
shippers finally won was a sagging one; it was no longer the limit-
less prize which the ambitious Seattle and San Francisco outfit-
ters had jumped atin 1897. It was "“a Pyrrhic victory," according
to one historian, reviewing the scene of the battle some 60 years
later .67 But whatever the factors governing their choice, Dawson
buyers in 1902 exhibited what seemed to be an admirable pref-
erence for domestic products. By May of that year, the purchas-
ing agent for the NC Company (which had succeeded the AC
Company) admitted that most canned fruit, all canned vegeta-
bles, 90 per cent of the flour and much of the hardware in his
warehouses came from Canadian sources %8

After the enforcement of Canadian customs on the upper river
route in 1897, the AC Company, like all others with wholesale li-
quor permits, was forced to buy its wares in Canada. (Beer, how-
ever, continued to be imported until 1905, when the O'Brien
Brewing and Malting Company of Klondike City entered the
field.)89 By 1904, a reporter of the British Columbia market in gro-
ceries could finally crow triumphantly that of 900 tons of mer-
chandise going north on board the Olympia, 95 per cent was of
Canadian origin. ' The whole of the groceries, flour, feéd and sim-
ilar goods were from Canadian factories.” 0

Both population and gold production figures reveal that, not
surprisingly, the 20th century marked a widespread and inaltera-
ble turning point.”! Exact landmarks of Dawson's “rise and fall”
or "life and death” lie in the disputed territory between memory
and myth; there are as many histories of the Yukon as there are
chroniclers. "Commercial development” is an arbitrary category
of analysis in itself, for in keeping with the boom town's tradition
of putting up false fronts, Dawson'’s business community was
slow to admit the wrinkles of old age. The discovery of fresh gold
in the Tanana district of Alaska in 1903 and the inevitable rush of
“never-say-die” miners which followed it were in some ways the
death knell of Dawson as a boom town. In established business
circles, on the other hand, a plateau of economic stability fol-
lowed as the transient fringe of customers and traders moved on.
During this period of belt-tightening, the morale of the surviving
merchants was maintained by a special brand of frontier booster
spirit, characteristic of the age. Large doses of civic pride in
brick warehouses, paved streets, telephone networks and loyal
clubs and brotherhoods were registered in annual “"Golden
Clean Up" newspaper editions and glossy company catalogues.
There the dream of northern prosperity, now realized, was broad-
cast.

The commissioner’s introductory remarks to his 1902 report for
the Department of the Interior are a fair indication of the preva-
lence of the spirit of renewed northern confidence. “Not only
does a general air of prosperity and confidence pervade the
whole business community,” he wrote, “but the surest steps are
being taken to insure a continuance of good times."72 A remarka-
ble contrast exists here between the overextended confidence
which buoyed up the merchant community in 1903 and the real-
istic symptoms of chronic reduction that came in its wake.

In the context of Dawson's development as a commercial hin-
terland, these symptoms could no longer be concealed after
1904. In the first place, the peak volume of trade between Van-
couver and the Yukon, belatedly achieved in 1903, was never to
be repeated.” A second feature was the effect of financial strin-
gency on the Yukon credit system. That enduring symbol of the
extension of commercial methods to meet community needs was
snapped in 1904 by the largest trading companies.”* Spot cash
was now demanded on purchase so that short credit terms from
outside might be honoured - a reflection of both the decreased
margin of profit and the skepticism of outside investors and cred-
itors of risks in a tottering gold town. A third, very significant result
of the general commercial slump was felt in the transportation
field. In 1904, the WPYR railway was finally forced to reduce its
rates in the form of a general summer discount because of acute
dissatisfaction during the previous summer. The mercantile com-
munity could no longer manage the high overhead for rail
transport.”s

The next seven years were marked by incessant hostilities be-
tween merchants and the WPYR, as the former launched a hard-
fought attack to compel the latter to adjust its rates in keeping
with the economic decline. Strong protests by the Dawson Board
of Trade in 1905 and 1906 did not force an appreciable cut in
rates until 1909 and 1911. Tables of rates given by H.A. Innis for
the year 1910 show that the WPYR's rates were (perhaps under-
standably) five times higher than those of the CPR"8 ( see Appen-
dix D). It is not difficult to imagine the attitudes of merchants deal-
ing in any one of the commodities quoted (beef, pork, cheese
and potatoes). On these items the rail rates from Skagway to
Whitehorse ranged from 121 to 139 per cent of the price of the ar-
ticle itself as it landed on the Skagway docks.

The most blatant effect of decline on the commercial commu-
nity was the steady consolidation of capital over the years
1901-06 ( see Appendix G). Evidently the “continuance of good
times” which Commissioner Ross hoped for in 1902 only applied
to a decreasing number of Dawson businessmen. One can read-
ily understand the depressing effects of a reduced economic
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base on such a proportionately large occupation group. While
the table shows a seemingly healthy and gradual contraction in
all fields of merchandising, a comment by the manager of the
NAT&T Company in 1909 indicates that there were still some who
had not adjusted to the trend:

The commercial conditions of the territory at the present time
do not warrant the encouragement of a single individual; every
line of business is represented and in fact many are overdone.
This condition however will doubtless improve with the increase
of investment capital in placer mining and the development of
quartz and the renewed activity of the prospector.”’

This mixture of realistic adaptation to declining economic circum-
stances, combined with a continued belief in some variety of im-
mediate upswing, characterized the business elite in Dawson
over these years. In spite of this optimism, the chronic problems
of serving an aging gold town remained a source of depression.

“Metropolitan Airs’’ — Dawson from 1899 to 1903

In his annual report for 1899 Superintendent A.B. Perry of the
North-West Mounted Police claimed to be

astonished to find so many substantial buildings, enormous
warehouses, fine shops, articles of costliest and finest descrip-
tion[in Dawson] . . . The Yukon Council have provided side-
walks, bridges, graded and drained streets, fire brigades, elec-
tric .

street lighting and many other conveniences.’

In that same fall the Dawson Daily Newsdeclared proudly that
“substantial business blocks have taken the place of flimsy
shacks and neat frame dwellings have succeeded the log house.
All this indicates a belief in the permanency of Dawson as a min-
ing centre.2 One passing writer openly expressed his surprised
reaction to the city’s appearance in 1903.

The first sensation experienced in Dawson was that of surprise at
the size and appearance of the town. With a population of about
7000, with streets solidly built up for nearly a mile along the river,
and business extending back from the riverfront to Third Street;
with graded streets, water service and sidewalks and comforta-
ble log and frame storehouses and dwellings, the impression
created is one of solidity and permanence, which | venture to say
is not generally entertained by those who have not seen this me-
tropolis of the Yukon3

The self-confident view that Dawson wished to impress on the
outside world at the turn of the century was one of stability, pros-
perity and progress, of rapid transition from a boisterous frontier
boom town to a fine Canadian centre of business and industry.
Indeed, contemporary journalistic reflections on the town during
the period 1899-1903 radiated a booster-spirit aura, a feeling of
civic pride in the orderly change of both appearance and beha-
viour. When corroborated by contemporary pictorial accounts of
material changes and improvements, the impression of meta-
morphosis seems justified indeed. Dawson did not greet the 20th
century with the shoddy boom town fagade which characterized
itin 1898. The new fagade was a finer, glossier and more re-
spectable one; it was more in keeping with that of a growing busi-
ness community in southern Canada (Figs. 28 and 29).

Six lumber mills operated in the town by 1839. By 1903 frame
buildings of two and three storeys had replaced log cabin struc-
tures in the business section to such a degree that those log cab-
ins remaining in the city's core were singled out by one observer
with a touch of historical appreciation.® In 1839 the first brick
building constructed entirely of local materials was erected on
Third Street between Third and Fourth avenues.’ It was a cold
storage warehouse for the Dawson Warehouse Company, and
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28 Bird's eye view of Dawson, showing
docks, warehouses and stores be-
tween King and Queen streets, ca.
1902. (Public Archives Canada, C
17015.)
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29 Northeast panorama of Dawson, ca.
1903. The main street to the right of
centre is King Street. (Public Archives
Canada, C675.)
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the building managed to withstand the rigours of permafrost, the
greatest hazard associated with brick construction in the north.
While the Dawson Daily News enthusiastically heralded brick as
the building material of the future 8 only a handful more of these
structures was actually erected.

One major factor in Dawson's more respectable appearance
was the widening and macadamizing’ of the streets which
served the business core; that is, from Front Street to Third, and
later to Fifth Avenue for five blocks from north to south. By the
time Lord Minto, the governor general, arrived for an official visit
in August 1900, the city boasted five miles of graded streets
planked at intersections and 12 miles of wooden sidewalks® ( see
Fig. 31). The harrowing stories of passageways clogged with
mud, pedestrians and animals (alive and dead) were now only
memories (Fig. 30). With sophisticated nonchalance, the 1901
Dawson directory described the buggies and carriages which
passed freely along the thoroughfares. “A pleasing sight of a
summer eve is to see the many handsome turnouts together with
several hundred bicyclists lining the boulevard of the waterfront
in up-to-date Dawson."?

The extended use of electric lighting was clearly indicative of
Dawson’s material progress. The Dawson Electric Light and
Power Company, incorporated in 1900, replaced several smaller
concerns which had attempted, somewhat erratically, to satisty
the city's need for power.'0 By the first months of the new centu-
ry, some of the town's leading trading companies had wired their
stores to produce that “clear white light so different from the smo-
key yellow glare of coal oil lamps.”!" In that same year the entire
mining district was served by the Yukon Tele