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Blunted by use, the chisel tips welded to these “points” sprayed steam to thaw permafrost, and after the steam
approach was abandoned, these same points injected cold water into the ground in advance of the Coal Creek gold
dredge. Courtesy of Todd Croteau.
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Administrative Summary

Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve first took shape in
1978 when President Jimmy Carter used the authority of the
Antiquities Act to protect the land as a National Monument.
On December 2, 1980, the president then signed the Alaska
National Interest Lands Conservation Act which expanded
the size of three existing parks and created ten new national
park units in Alaska, including Yukon-Charley Rivers
National Preserve. The new park unit’s 2.5 million acres
encompassed over one hundred miles of the Yukon River
and the entire watershed of the Charley River. The park was
given a mandate to maintain the environmental integrity of
the Charley River and to protect the natural and cultural
resources of the upper Yukon River corridor for public
enjoyment and scientific study. The new legislation specified
that the park would “protect and interpret historical sites and
events associated with the gold rush on the Yukon River.”

Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve is uniquely
positioned to tell the story of the Klondike-Alaska gold rush
era because the section of the Yukon River at the heart of

the national preserve has a history of mining dating back to
the 1870s when the first gold prospectors arrived in Interior
Alaska. During the famous Klondike rush in the 1890s gold-
seckers arrived by the thousands in Alaska and northwest
Canada. In the aftermath of that mad stampede, mining
continued in the area. Both small-scale miners and major
investors with industrial-sized dredges created a gold mining
industry in spite of high costs and a very challenging natural
environment. As a result, the preserve today can teach visitors
about placer gold miningalong the Yukon River and offer
them glimpses of abandoned mining camps and an impressive
array of mining artifacts.

In 1986 the National Park Service acquired a string of former
mining claims along a Yukon River tributary called Coal
Creck. Gold prospectors first arrived at the creck around
1898 and mining continued until the early 1980s, leaving
behind a well-preserved mining camp, an enormous gold
dredge, and a historic roadhouse on the banks of the Yukon
River. In 1995 the Coal Creek Historic Mining District was
added to the National Register of Historic Places, which
focuses attention on historical and archeological resources

of exceptional value to the nation. Meanwhile, historians
and archeologists continued to document the impressive
collection of artifacts distributed throughout the park unit.
Opver time, bits and pieces of derelict mining machinery
began to tell a complex story—the story of the struggle to pull
gold from the frozen gravels of the Far North.

Preserve and Protect: Yukon-Charley Rivers National
Preserve is federal land and belongs to the American people.
Please help to preserve and protect historical material you
find in the park unit by taking only photographs and leaving
objects undisturbed. Together we can save our nation’s
heritage for future generations!

ADMINISTRATIVE SUMMARY V
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Introduction

Gravel mining continues to be a simple process; not

the simplicity of a fool, bur the simplicity of empirical
deduction. It is the growth of experience in overcoming
natural obstacles.

—T. A. Rickard, 1908

The drama of the Klondike gold strike in the late 1890s

and subsequent discoveries across Alaska made the region
synonymous with glittering gold and overnight wealth. But
pulling profit from the earth was never easy. The region has
always presented its human inhabitants with natural obstacles
like frigid temperatures, rough terrain, and lengthy supply lines.
For thousands of years, survival at northern latitudes depended
on muscle power—both human and animal—and the ability
of people to adapt to harsh conditions. The mechanical
products of the Industrial Revolution which transformed
much of the world were slow to arrive in the Far North, where
sled dogs, reindeer, and people “mushing” across the land were
more common than steamboats or other representatives of
industrialism. It was not until gold was discovered in large
quantities that the pace of mechanization increased.

Mining in the Klondike began in spectacular fashion with
stampeders who entered northwestern Canada to begin
pick-and-shovel-style placer gold mining. At first, they used
rudimentary tools and simple technology—literally, whatever
they could haul on their backs or build from materials on site.
Using hand tools, flowing water, sluice boxes, and plenty of
hard work they set about separating small amounts of gold
from large amounts of sand and gravel. Although some gold
could be captured at the surface with a prospecting pan, most
was deep underground in a thin layer just above bedrock.

But unlike stampeders in California a half century before,
miners at northern latitudes faced an additional challenge:
the frozen ground called permafrost that made digging to

bedrock and locating the gold difficult, dangerous, and slow.

Within a year or two those miners
with money began importing
labor-saving machines.

Some of the first machines
imported to the Klondike
gold fields were powered by
steam boilers, which could be
used to produce electricity
and to drive hoists, water
pumps, and sawmills. After an
accidental discovery and some
trial and error, steam boilers
revolutionized placer mining
when they were adapted to
thaw frozen ground. And as
the gold rush spilled across the
international boundary into
Alaska, miners tested other
machines in the hopes of striking it rich. Each machine
was supposed to overcome a certain mining challenge.

For example, the traction engine at Washington Creek
(Chapter One) was intended to transport coal over winter
trails, coal the miners hoped would fuel a network of
steamboats, railroads, and new gold-mining cities. The
donkey engine at Fourth of July Creek (Chapter Two) was
needed to excavate large amounts of gold-bearing gravel
in a remote mining camp. Steam boilers throughout the
region (Chapter Three) were used to melt the frozen
carth. Gold dredges (Chapter Four) ate away at the

carth and processed gold on an industrial scale. The
prospecting drills at Coal Creek (Chapter Five) could
locate and measure quantities of gold under many feet of
earth. And the Caterpillar-style tractors (Chapter Six),
used throughout the area, proved that one machine could
transform the land and revolutionize an industry.

Documenting the history of mining machines is challenging
for a number of reasons. Miners, as a rule, did not write about

$6,000 in gold nuggets, ca. 1915. Postcard courtesy of
author.
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Gold nugget weighing 1 Ib. 5 oz.

from a claim near Eagle, Alaska,
ca. 1915. Courtesy of Eagle
Historical Society.
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their daily activities or leave detailed descriptions
of the tools they used. Why pay attention

to a pick, a shovel, or an excavation bucket?
Likewise, large machinery received little notice.
Oral history recordings rarely describe mining
activities, and business records yield information
about the economics of mining but rarely
describe how work was carried out. Historical
newspapers tend to focus on how much gold was
collected while ignoring the machines used to
do the work. To fill in the gaps, historians must
turn to less conventional sources like company
catalogs and advertisements, patent drawings,
trade journals, and the information contained

in historical photographs. The machines
themselves also offer clues about how they were
used and when.

Today visitors to Yukon-Charley Rivers
National Preserve can explore mining camps
that look as if workers simply dropped their
tools, turned off their machines, and walked
away. These sites exist as open-air museums

in a landscape sculpted by decades of mining.
And although at first the machines appear

to be mute hunks of rusted steel, each one

has a story to tell. They tell stories about the
challenges of placer mining in an unforgiving
environment—about the dramatic shift from
steam power to the internal combustion
engine—about the process of trial and error
that made thin ground profitable—and about
the inventors and engineers who dreamed of
conquering the Far North by machine. Finally,
the mining machines of Yukon-Charley Rivers
National Preserve tell stories about the lives of
the intrepid individuals who turned a gold rush
into a gold industry and in the process changed
the course of Alaska’s history.
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SIDENOTE 1: WHAT IS PLACER GOLD MINING?

No machinery was needed save the simplest
fools; no organization was required, beyond
a willing partner; no capital save muscle.

—T.A. Rickard on placer mining, 1909

Unlike hardrock mining, which exploits veins of precious
metal in solid rock, placer mining is the practice of separating
heavily eroded minerals from sand and gravel. This approach
fo mining has its origins in the ancient Greek and Roman
worlds, and the word placer is derived from Catalan and
Spanish, meaning a shoal or sand bar. The term entered
the American vocabulary during the 1848 California gold
rush when Mexican and Latfin American miners arrived
seeking their fortunes. When gold was discovered in Alaska
and the Klondike in the late 1890s, the gold-seekers who
rushed northward brought with them various placer mining
techniques. By far the simplest placer mining tool was the
prospector’s pan that worked by swirling a combination of
water and gravel or sand and allowing the lighter, rocky
material to spill out. Relying on the fact that gold is heavier
(up to seven times heavier) than sand and rock is the principle
used in all placer mining operations.

The first challenge in placer gold mining is to find a creek
drainage that over eons has carried gold dust, flakes, and
nuggets downstream to be deposited in layers of alluvial
sediment. If concentrations near the surface are rich enough,
miners can use a pan fo collect their gold, but this is slow,
back-breaking work. To speed up the process they use the
flow of water through wooden troughs called “sluice boxes.”
In the bottom of the box a series of riffles, like shallow fences,
agitate the slurry of water, sand, and gravel, encouraging
small particles of gold to fall out of solution. In this way gold
is captured while waste material spills out of the end of the
box. All other placer mining technologies—like tunneling to
bedrock (also called “drifting™), mechanical excavation with
a “dragline” or scraper system, or the use of water cannons
to expose profitable gravels (called “hydraulicking”)—are
methods of bringing gold-bearing material to sluice boxes.
Even modern gold dredges are nothing more than highly
mechanized means of digging up gravel and processing it
using fechniques that date back many hundreds of years.

A placer gold miner in California using a
compact sluice box called a “rocker” or “cradle”
to separate gold from creek gravel, 1883.
Courtesy of Library of Congress.
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Clockwise from above: Woodcut
of miners using a sluice box from
De Re Metallica, or On the Nature
of Metals (1556), an early study
on mining, refining, and smelfing
metals by Georgius Agricola.

Placer miners August “Gust”
Nelson and John Carlson at
Broken Neck Creek, a small
Seventymile River tributary near
Eagle, Alaska, ca. 1930. Courtesy
of the Eagle Historical Society.

A riveted shovel blade atf Fourth
of July Creek mining camp.
Courtesy of author.
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Chapter One: A Steam Traction
Engine-Winter Hauling at
Washington Creek

This engine is a wonder, so practically perfect in every
way that every man and boy who has a leaning toward
mechanics should see it. . . . It would take 100 horses to
do the same work.

—On Best traction engines,
Pacific Rural Press, 1901

On July 6, 1906 Alfred Brooks and Edward Kindle of the

US. Geological Survey were traveling down the Yukon River
examining rocks and collecting fossils when they stopped near
the mouth of a small tributary called Washington Creek. After
scaling a high mud bank, they came upon a steel behemoth with
a hefty steam boiler, massive gears and cogs, and twin eight-foot-
high wheels armed with spikes. Weighing over seventeen tons
and measuring thirty feet from the front wheel to the engineer’s
cabin at the rear, the vehicle dwarfed the men as they inspected
the cabin and the corporate logo painted on the engine’s water
tank. The machine was a “traction engine” built by the Best
Manufacturing Company of San Leandro, California, and while
such mechanical wonders were familiar in much of the United

States, this one seemed entirely out of place in Alaska’s wild lands.

After positioning Kindle next to a wheel for perspective, Brooks
took a photograph of the traction engine that also showed a
landscape largely cleared of trees and, in the foreground, parts
of the cargo sleds the machine was intended to pull through the
long, harsh sub-arctic winter. The goal had not been gold but
coal, and the man who discovered the coal imagined it would
fuel a vast transportation network of steamboats and railroads
crisscrossing Alaska. He was not the only one with big dreams.
The Klondike gold rush had recently opened the Far North to
development and in the minds of eager fortune-hunters almost
anything seemed possible.!

Nine years carlier, when the world learned of the massive
Klondike strike, gold-seekers found several routes to the
upper Yukon River and the gold fields in northwestern
Canada. As the rush accelerated, over one hundred
paddlewheel steamboats plied the Yukon during the brief
summer months, bringing people and supplies to Dawson
City and taking bags of nuggets and gold dust to distant bank
vaults. For fuel the steamboats burned a combination of
coal and wood. Woodcutters sold mountains of cordwood
at stations along the Yukon, and the coal came from British
Columbia by sea and could be purchased at St. Michael

near the river’s mouth. The problem steamboat captains
faced was that a full load of coal was bulky and it displaced
the freight the steamboats could be hauling for pay. If coal
were discovered one thousand miles upriver, closer to the
Klondike, the steamboats could haul more freight and refuel
at lower cost. Some prospectors realized that if they set aside
their gold-lust and kept their eyes peeled for coal they might

make a fortune.?

One of these prospectors was the fabulously named Napoleon
Bonapart LaBrie. Born in Virginia in 1849 to a French

father and American mother, LaBrie eventually moved to
California where he became a cattleman and later the jailer and
courthouse janitor in the town of Woodland near Sacramento.
But when LaBrie read about the Klondike gold strike he quit
his job and headed north. As the Woodland Daily Democrat
explained, “[LaBrie] has no capital excepting muscle, so

when he comes back with his ‘pile” his friends will know that
he made it in toil.”® By summer 1898 he had reached the
boomtown of Dawson City only to find, as so many did, that
there was not enough rich ground to go around. Instead he
turned to chopping firewood and hunting bear and moose to
sell the meat. On occasion he would join a group of his fellow
gold-seckers to investigate a new creck on the American side
of the international boundary. On one such journey LaBrie
entered Washington Creek, which had recently been named
by patriotic stampeders. Instead of gold he found thick

deposits of coal on bluffs ten miles up the creck valley.*

CHAPTER ONE: A STEAM TRACTION ENGINE — WINTER HAULING AT WASHINGTON CREEK 9
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California corporation is the Alaskan
Coal & Coke Company, with capital
stock of $1,000,000, to prospect and
mine coal and other minerals.” The
new company was to have seven
directors, among them a young U.S.
Geological Survey employee named
George C. Martin who would later
become the leading expert on Alaska’s
coal and petroleum reserves.®

LaBrie did not return to Alaska in his
new role as manger until 1901, and when
he did he realized that he was not the
only one interested in the Washington
Creek coal deposits. In his absence, four
representatives of the Alaska Exploration
Company, backed by the Rothschilds of
England, had begun digging their own
tunnels on the eastern side of the creek
and had excavated five tons of coal. Their
plan was to use dog teams in winter to

Below: Samples of lignite coal
from Washington Creek in
Yukon-Charley Rivers National
Preserve. Government geologists
determined the local coal was of
low enough quality that it would
never compete with imported
coal. Photograph by author.

Napoleon Bonapart LaBrie and his wife, ca. 1910. From Tom Gregory, haul the coal to the Yukon River where
History of Yolo County, California (1913). they could sell their stockpile
to steamboats during the
After staking mineral claims on the western side of the summer. But this rival effort appears to have been
creck, LaBrie continued his prospecting trip and eventually short-lived because the men excavated without
returned to California to report his discoveries. Because he timbering to support the roof of their tunnel and
lacked the money to develop a coal mine, LaBrie contacted a when summer arrived the tunnel opening collapsed.”

physician in Woodland named James T. Royles who agreed to LaBrie soon put his own crew to work building log
finance the project after LaBrie signed over his claims. Royles cabins, digging coal, and clearing a twenty-foot-wide

believed Alaska had great potential. Two years earlier he had trail for transporting heavy loads from the coal mine
launched a scheme to build a railway and telegraph line from to the river’s edge.

Alaska’s southern coast to the Yukon River, but the company

folded when it failed to attract investors.” A coal mine near Royles also visited the mine in 1901 and brought
the Yukon fit his vision perfectly, and he promptly formed back to Seattle one hundred and fifty pounds

the Alaska Coal & Coke Company with his friend Elmer W. of coal to be tested for quality by industrial
Armfield as secretary and LaBrie as company manager. The chemists. The results are not known, but Royles
coal industry weekly Black Diamond announced, “A new declared that his coal “surpassed the Kentucky

CHAPTER ONE:! A STEAM TRACTION ENGINE — WINTER HAULING AT WASHINGTON CREEK 11
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SIDENOTE 2: DREAMS OF STEAM

The Klondike-Alaska gold rush of the late 1890s
took place at the pinnacle of the Age of Steam when
industrialization had already fransformed the lives of most
Americans. Steam-powered looms produced acres of
cotton cloth and steam-powered bellows melted ore to
produce iron. Railroads and paddlewheel steamboats
made travel and freight-hauling faster and easier than
ever before. And, for the first time in history, ships crossed
the world’'s oceans without relying on wind. Steam also
produced another modern wonder—electricity. As the
twentieth century approached, it seemed that steam
could do just about anything. But there was one realm
in which steam engines consistently failed: the world of
snow and ice. Inventors had yet to develop a machine
capable of pushing through deep snow or navigating
uneven terrain in winter.

However, gold fever proved in this case to be the
mother of invention, and soon the nation’s newspapers
were full of designs for steam-powered contraptions
and other dubious gadgetry to help people reach the
Klondike gold fields. The papers offered testimonials
from inventors and fanciful images of hydrogen balloons
commuting to Dawson City and exotic steamboats
capable of taking to land. The most popular plans were
based on the erroneous notion that in winter northern
rivers were largely snow-free and could be used as
convenient frozen highways. In one case, an inventor
convinced the U.S. government that a steam-powered
“ice locomotive” could pull a string of sled-cars over
the steep Chilkoot Pass and over icy rivers to save
stampeders said to be starving in Dawson City. The idea
was a bust, and in 1897 the Chicago Daily Tribune issued
this word of caution: “Some of the ideas are not bad in
themselves but are impracticable owing to the condition
of the country. Others are simply the rankest form of
lunacy, while others yet are downright swindles.”

Above left: Patent drawing of George T. Glover's
“snow locomotive.” U.S. Patent Office, No. 593,466,
November 9, 1897.

Left: A fanciful depiction of Glover’s machine
blazing a path to the Klondike gold fields. This plan
and many others collapsed because of the limits of
steam technology. New York Times, October 3, 1897.



candle coal and is the equal of Australian coal, recognized
up to this time as the best coal in the world.” Like any
booster, he had nothing but encouraging things to say
about his business plan. He told reporters that he intended
to sell at least 100,000 tons of coal every year and added
that “a very inferior quality of coal” from other Yukon
River mines was already selling for $20 a ton. He also
promised that once the mine was established he would take
a reporter from the Woodland Daily Democrat to watch

the midnight sun at the summit of what he called Mt.
LaBrie—today’s Kathul Mountain on the north side of the
Yukon River opposite Washington Creek.®

During this period in Alaska’s history railroad schemes were
abundant, and Royles soon shifted his focus to the proposed
Valdez & Yukon Railroad that was supposed to link the

town of Valdez on Alaska’s southern coast to the Yukon River
at Eagle City with stops along the way for development of
copper and gold deposits.” The Californian hoped that the
railroad’s organizers would instead agree to end the rail line
near Washington Creck at a spot on the Yukon River he called
Royles Landing. With visions of millions dancing in his head,
Royles described both steamboats and trains arriving at his
refueling depot. As he told reporters, “If the company succeeds
in securing this terminus, the coal mining enterprise will be one

of the biggest things in Alaska.”

Daniel Best, inventor of farm
machinery, whose company
produced the steam-powered
fraction engine imported for use
in the Washington Creek coall
mining operation. San Leandro
Public Library, San Leandro
Historical Photograph (1584).

In order to implement his grand transportation plans,
Royles needed to answer one big question—how
would he transport tons of coal from his Washington
Creek mine to the banks of the Yukon River? In 1902
he asked the General Land Office for permission to
build a ten-mile-long railway under a law that granted

rights-of-way to railroad companies. However, the Democrat, which declared, “They expect to be able to
government denied his request on the grounds that the furnish coal by the hundreds of thousands of tons that
Alaska Coal & Coke Company did not appear to be in will be consumed by the steamers leaving Alaskan ports,
the railroad business.!" Frustrated by this setback, he the boats operating on the rivers, the smelters that will be
looked for another solution. Meanwhile, he continued erected on the vast copper fields and the railroads that are
to promote his company through the Woodland Daily now being built in this wonderful country.”"?

CHAPTER ONE: A STEAM TRACTION ENGINE — WINTER HAULING AT WASHINGTON CREEK 13



Right: Best Manufacturing
Company letterhead. Courtesy

of Dan G. Best Il and Ed Claessen.

Daniel Best's front wheel design.
U.S. Patent Office, No. 421,884,
February 18, 18%0.
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Royles’ solution to his coal-hauling problem was to place

an order for a traction engine with the Best Manufacturing
Company. Daniel Best, the founder of the company, was an
inventor who specialized in mechanical farming equipment
during the 1880s and 1890s and who pioneered the use of
steam power to replace teams of draft horses in agricultural
fields. Best’s early traction engines were powered by burning
straw, a ready-at-hand fuel on most farms, but wood and coal
were also used. Best’s company was one of many making
traction engines in the United States, but his design became
popular not only on farms but also in the timber and mining
industries.”® The company’s 1905 model cost $5,500 and
offered 110-horsepower. Royles believed this was just what
the Alaska Coal & Coke Company needed to haul a string
of five cargo sleds, each with a ten-ton capacity, over miles

of snow-covered trail. Royles also modified the machine for
use in Alaska—a sizeable cabin was mounted on the back to

C. L. BEST, SuptaintenpenT W. S. PETERS. Secrevany

THE RIGHT TO CORRECT STEMOGRAFMIC ERRORS. ALL AGREEMENTS
MADE CONTINGENT UPON DELAYS Y CAUSES REYOND OUR
CONTROL ARE RESIRVED. QUOTATIONS ARE SUS-
JECT T CHANGE WITHOUT NOTICE

FAM .HORSE POWER
BINED‘”%"HARVESTERS

"~ GRAIN CLEANERS, TRACTION ENGINES
& STEAM FREIGHTING OUTFITS

LOGGING TRUCKS AND
ORE HAULING OUTFITS

CABLE ADDRESS
“DANBEST?”

WESTERN UNION

MCNEIL
CODES: ,

A-B-C STH ADDITION

protect the crew from the weather and spikes were bolted to
the wheels for additional traction on snow and ice. Then, as
now, it was the only one of its kind in Alaska.'

Best's earliest “fraction engine.” U.S. Patent Office,
No. 436,931, September 23, 1890.
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Advertisement for Best fraction engine with announcement of gold medal for “best traction engine” from California’s State
Agricultural Society. Pacific Rural Press, December 27, 1890.
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Best fraction engine plowing a field in Minnesota, ca. 1910. Postcard

courtesy of author.
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However, Royles’
grand scheme had
a fatal flaw—the
quality of the

coal was not as
advertised and

by the time the
machine arrived to
begin its work at
Washington Creek
the enterprise was
already doomed.
According to the
US. Geological
Survey, the coal was
low quality lignite,
which produced
too much ash and
created too much
of a glass-like build-
up called “clinker”
inside of steam engines. In addition, the soft coal was prone
to “slacking,” the process of drying and fragmenting that made
it more likely to spontaneously combust in storage. Alfred
Brooks, one of the geologists who visited the site in 1906,
also happened to be the head of the U.S. Geological Survey
in Alaska. He questioned both the quality of the coal and if
the company’s winter trail of compacted snow could support
the massive machine. “Washington Creek has been the

scene of some ill-advised attempts at coal mining,” Brooks
wrote. “Though there is considerable lignite in the basin,
much of the money spent in development has been wasted
on experiments in transportation rather than in testing the
seams as to extent and quality...the outlook for profitable
exploitation is not hopeful”*

Even if the quality of the coal had been better, events were
conspiring against the Alaska Coal & Coke Company.
For one thing, Napoleon LaBrie had launched a lawsuit

against Royles, charging him with fraud and with cheating
him out of thousands of company shares.’® Meanwhile,
Royles’ plan to supply the Valdez & Yukon Railroad with
coal fell flat when the construction of tracks out of Valdez
was abandoned after just one year. In 1906, as part of

a national effort to exert control over the nation’s fuel
supplies, President Theodore Roosevelt shocked Alaskans
when he issued a withdrawal order closing all of Alaska’s
coal lands until they could be examined and properly
classified. And, in the aftermath of the Klondike gold
rush, the number of steamboats on the Yukon dropped
suddenly from over one hundred to fewer than twenty-
five, and those that remained were rapidly converting
from coal to petroleum fuels. To the disappointment of
many, the get-rich-quick dream that fueled the Klondike
rush did not lead to an equally explosive surge of
development in the region. As a result, the Washington
Creek coal mining scheme collapsed almost as soon as

it began and the Best traction engine, a triumph of the
steam age, was quickly abandoned."”

After the demise of the Washington Creek coal operation,
small-scale gold mining continued on creeks in the
vicinity, and river travelers noted the presence of the
curious machine on the riverbank between the towns of
Eagle and Circle. The Episcopal priest Hudson Stuck
reported in Voyages on the Yukon and Its Tributaries (1917)
that Washington Creek was deserted except for a small
roadhouse operated by a woman with the curious habit of
firing her rifle over the heads of boaters who failed to stop
at her establishment. He also wrote, “Washington Creek is
chiefly notable as the scene of useless expenditure in coal-
mining by eastern capitalists about 1900...and the visitor
who scans the bank narrowly as the steamboat swings
around the bend will see what the elements have left of a
locomotive, or traction engine standing near the bank.”*®

In later decades the old machine served as an open-air
hardware store for local people secking metal parts and



SIDENOTE 3: PADDLEWHEEL STEAMBOATS

During the Klondike-Alaska gold rush thousands of
people set out for northern gold fields and most boarded
paddlewheel steamboats to reach their destination.
Steamboats were not new to the Yukon River—a handful
of boats served trappers, tfraders, and early prospectors
beginning in the 1870s—but the rush caused an explosion
in river fraffic and soon over one hundred steamboats
were plying the Yukon between St. Michael near the
river's mouth and the river’s headwaters in Canada. As
the Klondike's luster faded and new gold strikes popped
up across Alaska, stampeders often crowded aboard
steamboats to reach the new gold fields. Through the
summer months residents of river communities understood
that the boats were their link to the outside world and
listened for a boat’s shrill whistle while searching the sky for
a puff of smoke.

Once the rush was over, a smaller fleet remained
for mail delivery and freight-hauling along the Yukon.
Woodchoppers made a living cutting endless cords
of wood to fuel the steamboat boilers, and in towns
like Circle and Eagle the vessels could moor in front of
commercial buildings while crews unloaded cargo directly
into warehouses. The completion of railroads to the
continent’s interior—the White Pass & Yukon (19200) and
the Alaska Railroad (1923)—greatly diminished the need
for a large steamboat fleet, but a few boats continued to
serve isolated communities. In 1930 the deluxe 235-foot
Nenana was built to sail between Fairbanks and various
Yukon River locations, but the end of the steamboat
era was nearing. World War Il curtailed Yukon mining
operations; airplanes were carrying passengers and the
U.S. mail; and the grand steamboats were becoming
outmoded and uneconomical. Smaller, diesel-powered
boats still plied the Yukon, but by 1955 the era of the
paddlewheel steamboat was over.

Above left: Postcard of Yukon River steamboats