
Archeological Investigations 
in Skagway, Alaska 

Volume 4 

Father TurnelTs Trash Pit 

KLONDIKE GOLD RUSH 
National Historical Park • Alaska 



Printed on Recycled Paper 



Archeological Investigations 
in Skagway, Alaska 

Volume 4 

August 1993 

By 
Catherine Holder Spude 

Douglas D. Scott 
Frank Norris 

with Faunal Analysis by 
David R. Hulesbeck 

and Coprolite and Floral Analysis by 
Linda Scott Cummings 

Kathryn Puseman 

Father TurnelTs Trash Pit 

KLONDIKE GOLD RUSH 
National Historical Park • Alaska 

United States Department of the Interior • National Park Service • Denver Service Center 



Bibliographic Reference 

Spude, Catherine Holder, Douglas D. Scott, Frank Norris, David R. Hulesbeck, Linda Scott Cummings, 
and Kathryn Puseman 
1993 Archeological Investigations in Skagway, Alaska, Volume 4: Father Turnell's Trash Pit, Klondike Gold 

Rush National Historical Park, Skagway, Alaska, United States Government Printing Office, 
Denver. 

Key words: 

1) Historical archeology; 2) archeological excavation; 3) historic site; 4) artifacts; 5) prohibition era; 6) 
southeast Alaska. 



ABSTRACT 

In the gold rush port city of Skagway, Alaska, the Catholic priest Father Philibert Turnell 
deposited his household trash in an abandoned privy pit sometime between about 1914 and 
1918. A portion of that undisturbed trash was recovered during an archeological testing 
program. It included a substantial amount of construction debris, probably related to the 
remodelling of the priest's rectory. More importantly, at least 245 non-structural artifacts 
provide a great deal of information about the personal habits of one of Skagway's earliest 
leading citizens on the eve of the national prohibition era. The data suggest he was a very 
literate man who enjoyed fine brandy, tobacco from a pipe, steaks, exotic fruits and fancy 
European ceramics. His aristocratic upbringing is evident despite the fact that he was not 
wealthy. 

The collection offers good comparative material to other pre-prohibition era assemblages. Of 
some interest were the presence of a large number of beverage bottles. A minimum of 72 
bottles once containing an alcoholic beverage were supplemented by 45 bottles that held non­
alcoholic beverages. A comparison with other artifact collections taken from family and 
bachelor male contexts suggest that Father Turnell's consumption of liquor was not 
abnormally high, but his use of non-alcoholic beverages was higher than in most other 
collections. These findings suggest that he was making an effort to please his temperate 
guests, and perhaps change his own drinking habits, as first local, then national prohibition 
was enacted. 

The archeological data is supplemented by an examination of the prohibition era in Alaska, 
and Skagway in particular, and by the attitude of Catholics towards drinking. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the summer of 1984, the Denver Service Center of the National Park Service undertook an 
archeological testing program of Block 24, Skagway, Alaska. The purpose of the investigations 
was to determine the extent and significance of archeological deposits on the north half of lots 
7 and 8, and all of lots 9 and 10. Historic records indicated that the White Pass Trail had 
passed through portions of lots 9 and 10. In 1979, the National Park Service had moved the 
Goldberg Cigar Store, dating to 1897, to Block 24, where it was to be oriented to the trail and 
used to interpret the story of the early gold rush years. The archeological tests were designed 
to determine whether any physical evidence of the trail remained, and to suggest a final 
location for the building that would not impact other archeological resources. The full results 
of the shovel testing program will be reported in a separate volume. 

During this shovel testing program, a privy pit filled with trash was discovered in the far 
northeast corner of lot 10. This report describes the contents of the pit, and discusses their 
relationship to an individual important in the gold rush and its importance to understanding 
part of the social history of Skagway. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE ENVIRONMENT 

In depth descriptions of the environment and history of Skagway, Alaska, as they affect 
archeological resources, have been recounted in many other places. Perhaps the most 
complete to date is the draft "Archeological Overview of Skagway, Alaska," by William 
Hampton Adams and David R. Brauner.1 The following is simply a brief synopsis. 

Skagway, Alaska, lies about 90 miles northwest of Juneau, Alaska, on the Lynn Canal (Figure 
1). In 1990, 692 people claimed the city as their permanent residence. The town sits on the 
east bank of the Skagway River, a glacial stream in a narrow river valley. The moist maritime 
climate, noted for its mild winters, warm summers, and the lack of permafrost, is conducive 
to the growth of the local Pacific Northwest rain forest. The hemlock, spruce, alder, pine and 
dense herbaceous understory provide habitat for moose, bears, and wolves, as well as a 

1. William Hampton Adams and David R. Brauner, "Archeological Overview of Skagway, Alaska" (manuscript 
report on file, Skagway, Alaska: Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park, 1991). 

It is admitted that the use of footnotes for the citation of references is unorthodox in archeological reports. 
However, this document is unusual in that there is a substantial section relying heavily on primary historical 
documents, which are almost impossible to cite under the standard "scientific" style of listing author(s), date and 
page number. More and more historical archeologists are adopting the historian's style of referencing for this 
reason. A precedent has been established, in draft form, in the overview by Adams and Brauner cited above. 
Finally, the principal authors agreed that the footnote style makes for easier readability for the non-archeologist, 
who may not be interested in explanatory notes or precise citations. To compensate, the "References Cited" section 
has been formatted in the more traditional "scientific" style. 

2. Alaska Department of Labor, Alaska Population Overview, 1990 Census and Estimates. (Juneau: Alaska Department 
of Labor, July, 1991), p. 115. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Figure 1: The Location of Skagway, Alaska. 
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Introduction 

variety of smaller birds and mammals. In addition, mountain goats were recorded historically 
to descend to the valley floor and tidewater, perhaps to make use of salt deposits. 

The Skagway valley was covered by a glacier as recently as 3000 years ago. The valley floor 
is now covered by well-sorted, well-bedded gravels interspersed with glacial till. It is overlain 
by a shallow organic layer, which is very recent in origin. 

HISTORIC BACKGROUND 

No archeological evidence of prehistoric use of the valley proper has yet been uncovered, 
although two small shell middens have been found just west of the river valley near 
Yakutania Point and in Smuggler's Cove. Tlingits living in the Chilkat River drainage were 
known to use the Skagway area for seasonal hunting, but other than the two shell middens, 
there is no direct evidence of permanent or long-time use. 

Like the earlier Tlingits, the first Euroamericans made only cursory use of the valley. William 
Moore and his son Bernard built a cabin and wharf in what would later become Skagway in 
late 1887 and summer of 1888, but they occupied the cabin on only a very sporatic basis until 
1896. During that time, a few miners chose to enter the interior through the White Pass, above 
the Skagway River, but their impact on the landscape was probably very minimal. By the 
summer of 1896, the Moores found financial backing to expand their wharf operation, and 
the small settlement of Mooresville began to spring up. Then, in August, gold was discovered 
in the tributaries of the Klondike River, far to the north. 

By the late summer of 1897, Skagway had become one of the major termini for steamships 
bearing people and materials to the northern gold fields. In the first two years of the gold 
rush, thousands of people hauled their goods over the White Pass trail. By 1900, the White 
Pass and Yukon Route railroad had laid its tracks through to Whitehorse, where steam-
powered river boats met the hoards to ease their way north. From that time to October 8, 
1982, the railroad served the mineral wealth of Yukon Territory. 

In the first year of the gold rush, social chaos ruled the streets of Skagway. The notorious 
"Soapy" Smith is said to have run the town. Like any of the thousands of boom towns that 
sprang up during gold rushes all over the American west in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, Skagway was actually ruled by no one. An inevitable period of rowdyism, lasting 
only a few months, was followed by an interval of adjustment, and finally, the establishment 
of law, order, and staid Victorian morality. 

Symbolic of this transition from a bustling tent city to a thriving railroad community was the 
arrival of the clergy. Two years after the 1896 discovery of gold on Bonanza Creek, Father 
Philibert J. Turnell arrived in Skagway to take up a ministry that was to last twenty years. 
He came to town at the eclipse of its most corrupt years, and stayed long enough to witness 
one of the country's greatest experiments in legislating morality. How he dealt with 
prohibition, as shown through his discards, offers insight on the reformation years as a whole, 
and on the process of the social evolution of boom towns. 

3. For example, see'j. Bernard Moore, Skagway in Daxjs Primeval (New York: Vantage Press, 1968), p. 123. 
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THE TRASH PIT 

Lot 10 of Block 24 was owned by the Catholic Church from 1903 to 1967, as the site of the 
resident priest's rectory. A photograph dating to approximately 1908 clearly shows a privy 
sitting behind the rectory on this lot (Figure 2). The privy is not shown on the 1914 Sanborn 
insurance map,4 nor does it appear in photographs dating before 1903. The first photograph 
in which the rectory appears dates to late 1903; unfortunately, the camera angle is such that 
the Moore Cabin hides the location of the privy. It seems likely that the privy would have 
been built about the same time as the rectory. Active use of the facility probably dates from 
1903, terminating sometime between 1908 and 1914. The trash that was found in its pit dates 
after that time, to the eve of the prohibition era. 

METHODOLOGY 

During the systematic shovel testing program on lots 8, 9 and 10 of Block 24, a single test 
(N100 W0), measuring approximately 12 inches in diameter and excavated in arbitrary 0.5 
feet levels (having numeric designations), was placed at a point 100 feet due north of the 
southeast corner of lot 10 (Figure 3). At about two feet below the surface, an extremely dense 
concentration of artifacts was encountered, including two intact bottles. The test was 
terminated at about 2.5 feet due to the presence of a wooden plank, and intact bottles blocked 
further exploration. 

It was obvious that some sort of unusual feature existed at this location. In order to estimate 
the size of the feature, three additional tests were placed ten feet east, south and west from 
N100 E0. A fourth test was placed five feet to the north. None encountered the dense artifact 
deposit; most yielded culturally sterile, bedded river gravel between six and 12 inches below 
the surface. Three additional tests placed five feet east, south and west of N100 E0 yielded 
similar results. 

A two-feet wide by ten-feet long trench was next placed straddling the E0 base line, and 
extending from N95 W0 to N105 W0 (Figure 3). The trench was excavated in two five-foot 
by two-foot units in order to tighten horizontal provenience without keeping point 
provenience on every single artifact. Excavation was accomplished with shovels where 
possible; the presence of large river pebbles and copious artifacts dictated the use of trowels 

4. Sanborn Map Company, "Skagway, Alaska Territory, Sept. 1914" (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1914). 
It is possible that the Sanborns simply did not mark the privy on the map. However, in other parts of town, small 
outhouses and privies are clearly indicated, and there is little reason to believe one would not have been noted 
behind the rectory had it existed. 

5. See Diane Lee Rhodes, Archeological Investigations in Skagioay, Alaska, Volume 3: The Peniel Mission and the Mill 
Creek Dump, Klondike Gold T<.ush National Historical Park. (Denver: United States Government Printing Office, 1988) 
p. 54. 

6. The NO W0 datum point was established on the southeast corner of lot 10, Block 24. A concrete and rebar 
marker was placed at N10 W0, from which all other measurements were taken. The coordinates of the shovel tests 
indicate their distance and direction from the NO W0 point. The coordinates assigned to an entire unit are actually 
that of its southeast corner. 
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The Trash Pit 

Figure 2: A 1908 photograph showing a privy behind the Catholic rectory (10 Fuller 
Collection, Archives, University of Alaska, Fairbanks). Looking west. A) Father 
Turnell's privy; B) Catholic rectory; C) St. Mark's Church; D) New Home Restaurant; 
E) Behrand's General Store; F) the Kelly block; G) Peniel mission; H) Moore cabin; J) 
Moore house 
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