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NOTE TO THE READER

This is a technical archeological report that is pub-
lished to fulfill the reporting requirements of Section
106 of the National Historic Preservation Act. As
such, there are many parts that will be of limited
interest to the layperson. The report can be read in
whole, or just certain sections can be reviewed,
depending on the interests of the reader. The follow-
ing synopsis is designed to be a guide to each chap-
ter.

Chapter 1: Project Background. This chapter
explains why the archeological work was undertaken,
and what the archeologists hoped to accomplish.
There is also a section discussing another aspect of
our work that has become very important, how to
communicate information about our work to our
public.

Chapter 2: Geography, History and Gold. This
chapter discusses Skagway’s location and geology.
An important component of this report is an exami-
nation of the settlement of Skagway from the Native
Tlingit perspective, so this chapter provides some
background information about their pre-gold rush use
of the area, the arrival of Europeans in the area, and a
view of the Klondike gold discovery from the Native
perspective. Short sections describing gold rush
events in Skagway, and life in Skagway after the
gold rush are also included to give readers unfamiliar
with the area some basic information.

Chapter 3: Development and Changes to the
Property. Included in this chapter is information
about the Moore family — their claim to the
Skagway townsite, their legal disputes, and eventual

resolution of their claim; a bit about their personal
lives; and the story of their building of the current
house. The next sections discuss the Kirmse family
— their later changes to the property and a bit of
information about their personal lives.

Chapter 4: Archeological Fieldwork. This chapter
first presents information about Skagway’s climate,
soil, plants and animals, both before and after the
gold rush. Soil layers are defined to specific time
periods. Another section discusses some of the
methods that were developed to gain information
about below-ground resources non-intrusively .
Excavation also took place in various locations on
the site, and this work is summarized by location.

Chapter 5: Artifact Description. Artifacts recov-
ered during the fieldwork are grouped into structural
and non-structural categories (food, household,
personal, and special function), and detailed informa-
tion is presented about artifact quantities, types,
styles, and functions.

Chapter 6: Interpretation and Synthesis. This
chapter synthesizes the research done on the project,
and integrates historical and archeological data.
Special topics are examined in-depth: the struggles
faced by Tlingit people who moved into the non-
Native world, by looking at the life of Minnie Moore,
formerly Klinget-sai-yat; and the role of tourism in
the Skagway economy, especially the role played by
the Kirmse family. Recommendations for the future
management of the site, and interpretation of the
knowledge gained from this project, conclude the
report.
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CHAPTER 1: PROJECT SUMMARY AND BACKGROUND

OVERVIEW

Skagway, Alaska, was one of the most important
entrepots during the great Klondike Gold Rush of
1897-1898. Its significance to the history of the
United States was recognized when Klondike Gold
Rush National Historical Park (“the park™) was
created, with offices in Seattle and Skagway, in
1976. See the location of Skagway in Alaska and the
location of the project in the City of Skagway in
figure 1.

The creation of a national historical park in Skagway
had been sought by some of its citizens and eco-
nomic boosters for many years. It was very important
to the National Park Service (NPS) to acquire the
house and cabin built by the Moore family. The
property is considered significant because the log
cabin was built by Captain William Moore and his
son, J. Bernard (“Ben”) Moore. Captain Moore is
generally credited with the “founding” of the town of
Skagway, 10 years before the gold rush began. His
prescience in choosing this site was based on many
years spent exploring and prospecting in the upper
reaches of British Columbia and the Northwest
Territories. Although both he and Ben built the cabin
and wharf, it was Ben, a Canadian citizen, who
eventually applied for U.S. citizenship and filed the
homestead claim with the General Land Office in
Sitka. In 1890, Ben met and married a young Tlingit
woman, Klinget-sai-yat, from a prestigious Chilkat
family in Klukwan. In 1896, Captain Moore obtained
financial backing for their Skagway venture. Ben, his
wife, and their two children moved to Skagway in
February 1896 to work full-time on their residence
and business properties. Coincidentally, a large gold
strike was found in the upper reaches of what is now
the Yukon Territory in August 1896. A year later,
Skagway was overrun by hordes of stampeders on
their way to the Klondike goldfields.

The Moore family fought with the town in the courts
over their legal claim to the Skagway townsite.
Eventually they won that battle, but Skagway was
already past its zenith. The successful completion of
the White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad over the

coastal mountain range into Canadian territory
ensured Skagway’s survival, albeit with a greatly
reduced population. By 1907, Ben Moore and his
family left Skagway to build a new life in Tacoma,
Washington. Captain William Moore finally retired
to Victoria, British Columbia, in 1906 (Daily Colo-
nist: April 8, 1906/6).

The site was occupied shortly thereafter by another
Skagway pioneer, jeweler Herman Kirmse and his
family. Herman Kirmse met an untimely death
before he could purchase the Moore property; and it
was his widow, Hazel, who purchased the property in
1914. She and her family continued to live on the
property. It was her son, Jack, who eventually sold
the site to the NPS in 1977. Throughout their many
years in Skagway, the Kirmses continued to preserve
the cabin, and much of the house, as it had been
when the Moore family lived there. Without their
dedicated stewardship of the land and buildings, the
renovation of the house would have been impossible.

The Moore/Kirmse house and cabin site is located in
the Historic District of Skagway, is on the National
Register of Historic Places and is a contributing
property to a National Historic Landmark. All
archeological work at the Moore/Kirmse house was
conducted under Section 106 of the National Historic
Preservation Act (NHPA). The law applied to this
project because the project took place on land owned
by the federal government. Under the NHPA, the
impact that construction projects might have on
significant cultural resources, such as standing
historic buildings or below-ground archeological
deposits, must be considered before federally funded
construction can take place. This law was passed to
save, through either active preservation or mitigation
of adverse impacts, as much of our heritage as
possible for the enjoyment and enlightenment of
present and future generations of United States
citizens.

Archeological work first began at the Moore/Kirmse
house in 1980 when Catherine Blee began archeo-
logical testing north of the house. Her work was
based on proposed building plans and treatments
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contained in the Historic Structures Report for Ten
Buildings (Blee et al. 1984:269-364). The purpose of
the first round of archeological work was to deter-
mine the extent and nature of the archeological
deposits in and around the house and cabin. The
results of the work in 1980, 1983, and 1985 were
summarized in a final report (Blee 1988).

The current phase of archeological research began
when plans to restore the Moore/Kirmse house to its
1904 appearance were set in motion. It was decided
that when the house was restored it would house
exhibits that focused not only on the Moore and
Kirmse families, but also on interpreting family life
in Skagway during the Klondike Gold Rush. Archeo-
logical testing and excavation took place during the
summers of 1993 and 1994. A small amount of
excavation also took place in 1995, when construc-
tion work began. Archeologists also worked with the
construction crew to record previously unknown
features and artifacts uncovered during the restora-
tion process. The restoration climaxed with a grand
opening and building dedication on July 5, 1997, as
part of the official centennial celebration in
Skagway. Representatives of both the Kirmse and
Moore families were present during the ceremony.

ProJecT GoALs

The goals for this archeological project were focused
on several different criteria. First was the need to
mitigate adverse impacts from the planned construc-
tion. Blee found some deposits on the north side of
the house that related to the original placement of the
Moore cabin in 1887. Since that was the first known
site of European occupation in the area, any intact
deposits in that area had potential significance. Other
areas for testing were also recommended (Blee
1988:305-309), and formed the basis for this final
round of archeological work. Although Ray DePuydt
excavated one test trench in 1988, most of the work
was done from 1993-1995 (Cooper 1993a and b,
1994a and b). The project goals relating to construc-
tion were:

1. To locate and remove significant structural
or artifact remains that would be disturbed
when the house’s foundation was replaced.
Although the plans only called for a five-foot
wide trench around the house, in fact the

trench extended eight to nine feet wide
during building restoration work.

2. To ensure there were no significant structural
or artifact remains that would be disturbed
when utility lines (sewer, water, electrical)
were installed.

3. To ensure there were no significant structural
or artifact remains that would be disturbed
when a shed on the east side of the house
was removed for rehabilitation and a con-
crete foundation was added.

4, To find and mark for future resource man-
agement any intact structural or artifact
remains not disturbed by construction.

5 To help restore the building more accurately
and to gain a fuller understanding of how the
interior and exterior evolved through time.
This information assisted in the interpreta-
tion of the house to the public.

Research goals for archeological projects have been a
continuing concern for this park. Archeological work
in Skagway that began in 1978 was a reaction to the
initial construction on park buildings, and no overall
research goals were elucidated. An overview and
assessment of the archeological work (Adams and
Brauner 1991) identified various research themes
that archeological work could address, and these
themes were incorporated into the research design for
this project.

6. Research Themes 1 and 2 (Adams and
Brauner 1991:107-108): Native American
Use of the Skagway Valley Before 1897, and
Native American Interaction with
Stampeders and Skagway after 1897. Minnie
Moore was not only the wife of J. Bernard
Moore, but also a daughter of a prestigious
Tlingit family from Klukwan. Her life was
examined through historic photographs and
documents. Oral histories anthropologists
collected from coastal Tlingit and inland
Tlingit/Tagish people were also reviewed to
better understand the Native American
perspective. By examining her life, and the
available material remains, some light will
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be shed on acculturation issues faced by
Native Americans during that era.

Research Theme 5 (Adams and Brauner
1991:109-110): The Settlement Process in
Founding Skagway in 1897. J. Bernard
Moore and his father, Captain William
Moore, were the first non-Native Americans
to establish a settlement in the Skagway
Valley. This placed them at odds with
stampeders arriving in July 1897 who wanted
to locate land for businesses and residences.
The historical record is replete with refer-
ences to many legal disputes between the
Moore family and other Skagway residents.
This dispute is reflected in the cultural
landscape of the site.

Research Theme 8 (Adams and Brauner
1991:112-113): Skagway’s Participation in
the World Market, 1897 to Present (Adams
and Brauner 1991:112-113). The Moore/
Kirmse house was almost continually
occupied from before the Klondike Gold
Rush to the 1970s. By examining the arti-
facts found in the dump sites and privies, it
should be possible to examine the continu-
ities and changes undergone by its occupants
during that time. Like most Americans, these
people were also part of complex world
economic systems. Information on sources of
supply and impacts from technological
innovations might help us to better under-
stand how these systems impacted a small,
fairly isolated town.

Research Theme 11 (Adams and Brauner
1991:114): Developing a Tourist Industry in
Skagway, 1897 to Present. Both the Moore
and Kirmse families were leaders in the
inception and continuation of tourism in the
local economy. This unifying theme is used
to interpret artifactual, historical, and cul-
tural landscape data.

Another goal of this project is to make the
archeological “data,” both about fieldwork
and artifacts, available to other researchers.
This goal is being fulfilled through the
publishing of this final report. The artifacts
are maintained in the museum collection of

Klondike Gold Rush National Historical
Park and are available for review by anyone
with research interests in this area or time
period.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Archeological testing covered by this report was
begun by Ray DePuydt and his crew in 1988 with
one test unit located on the southeast corner of the
house. In 1993, archeological testing located an
intact dump site and an intact privy northeast of the
house. Testing to locate remains from a gold rush era.
shed on the west side of the property was not suc-
cessful. Testing around the perimeter of the house
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