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Praise for Wealth Woman…

 

 “The history of the Klondike, even today, is nearly always told as a tourist-friendly myth about brave pioneers, stoic Indians, and gold nuggets as big as your fist. The author casts this tired and clichéd paradigm aside in favor of a nuanced account that includes the perspectives of indigenous peoples (while never romanticizing them). An excellent example of the New Western History that seeks to recover previously marginalized voices of women, among other groups.” 

~Ross Coen, author of Fu-go: The Curious History of Japan’s Balloon Bomb Attack on America and Breaking Ice for Arctic Oil

 

“In the spirit of Howard Zinn’s classic, A People’s History of the United States, this book teaches and inspires, and no doubt will challenge historians and general readers alike to rethink their heroes. The writing is well-researched, strong, and so lyrical that I read many paragraphs a second time for the sheer pleasure of it.” 

~ Kim Heacox, author of Jimmy Bluefeather and The Only Kayak 

 

“Deb Vanasse’s incredible research and poignant writing reveal the complex story behind the tragedy and the glory of Kate Carmack’s life. Her vivid scenes of Tagish Indian life before, during, and after the discovery at Bonanza Creek offer an important contribution to the history of the Klondike discovery and its impact on the North.”

~Claire Rudolf Murphy, author of Gold Rush Women

 

“This story is well-known by descendants of Kate Carmack who have passed it on orally in the Yukon Territory for more than a century. Deb Vanasse adds new dimensions from written records that document Kate’s experiences in the years following the Klondike gold rush.” 

~Julie Cruikshank, author of The Social Life of Stories and Life Lived Like a Story, in collaboration with Angela Sidney, Kitty Smith, & Annie Neal

 

 “With this deeply researched and richly imagined biography, Deb Vanasse draws one of the Klondike’s most essential yet elusive characters from the wings and restores her to her rightful place on the stage of Northern history.” 

~Frances Backhouse, author of Women of the Klondike and Children of the Klondike
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Preface

 

It was on a steep and arduous trek along the Chilkoot Trail, a living museum littered with gumboots and rust-coated tools and collapsible boats cast off by gold-seekers who’d grown weary of their loads, that I first became interested in the Native women of the gold rush era who’d packed for hire over the summit—a feat I could scarcely imagine, given my fear of heights and my struggles with a lightweight, ergonomically designed pack. 

That fascination quickly narrowed to an interest in one woman in particular, Kate Carmack, who was wife, sister, and aunt to the men who made the initial big find at Bonanza Creek. As it turned out, the Chilkoot Trail was the least of the hurdles Kate negotiated. The great irony of her life—that she inadvertently helped trigger a stampede that forever changed the lives of her people—was one I was especially drawn to, having lived in remote Native Alaskan villages in the immediate aftermath of a more contemporary stampede, the rush to exploit crude oil discovered on Alaska’s North Slope.

Initially, I was also intrigued by Kate’s story as a classic tale of a woman wronged—in life, when her husband abandoned her and cheated her out of her share of their wealth, and in death, when George Carmack’s biographer James Albert Johnson did such a good job of redeeming his subject’s reputation by maligning his Native wife that one editor wrote, “… after reading about Kate, who could blame a man for shedding her.”{1} 

But no story is so simple. An exceptional and complex woman, Kate was neither angel nor demon. Well into my research, I realized that her life’s story was not that of victim but of survivor, a woman who ultimately reclaimed her sense of self. Yet her perspective—and indeed the perspective of all Native people—has been overlooked time and again in the plethora of books that have been written on the Klondike experience, popular accounts of the gold rush that emphasize the values and accomplishments of outsiders. With the first headlines that screamed “Gold! Gold! Gold!” the rush to the Klondike quickly became the stuff of myth. It was the Wild West all over again, the cowboy hero (typically white, male) recast as prospector, a rugged individual who, given the right mix of determination and luck, prevailed against the challenges of a harsh, untamed wilderness previously occupied only by “savages.” 

In one form or another, nearly every popular account of the Klondike experience perpetuates this myth: the earliest guidebooks to the North, some ghostwritten by authors who’d never traveled there; the widely read stories of Jack London, who spent only a few months in the Yukon; and the popular poetry of Robert Service, who arrived in the Klondike several years after the rush was over. Even esteemed gold rush chroniclers such as Canadian author Pierre Berton, who pledged to tell the “unvarnished story” of the Klondike, have relied on witnesses whose views were skewed by their immersion within a dominant culture that celebrates conquest and individual achievement.{2} 

From a Western perspective, the act of discovery is the crux of Kate’s story. But within her own personal culture, the right ways of behaving with regard to the known world mattered more than who found the gold. It is from that perspective that I aim to convey not only what happened during the Klondike discovery and its aftermath but also what occurred during other seminal points in Kate’s life: her early interactions with outsiders; the loss of her Tlingit husband and child; the death of her brother-in-law in a skirmish over rights to the Chilkoot Trail; and her second marriage and subsequent years of wandering with her husband, George Carmack. By revealing new details about her life, I challenge readers to consider the iconic events of the gold rush from an entirely different vantage point, one belonging to those who were there first: the indigenous people of Alaska and the Yukon. 

 

There were many reasons not to write this book. Perhaps most obvious, I was not born Tagish-Tlingit, and no amount of research can change the fact that I come to Kate’s story as an outsider. Had not her life already been so utterly misappropriated in the popular press, beginning with newspaper accounts from her era and continuing into our current age (James Albert Johnson’s George Carmack and Howard Blum’s The Floor of Heaven are among the books that discredit her), I would have left Kate’s biography to be written by an author from within her own culture. As it stands, I hope the source material I’ve gathered will inspire someone from Kate’s background to offer an insider’s perspective on her life. 

Our understanding of history is always subjective. Those who also read James Albert Johnson’s biography of George Carmack will note many discrepancies between how he and I depict some of the same events. As Lael Morgan noted in the Whitecap edition of his book, “Johnson’s job was to give us Carmack’s view and a good view of Carmack.” In doing so, he portrayed Kate in a less than favorable light, and he held back primary source material in which Carmack’s own words reveal his character flaws. 

I fault Johnson for none of that. He wrote with a different purpose, in a different era, without access to many of the sources I’ve consulted; most notably, he relied on the George T. Snow/George Carmack collaboration without realizing how much of it had been fabricated by Snow. And without Johnson’s foresight in purchasing the papers of Judge James Wickersham from a used bookstore in Seattle in 1957, I could never have pieced together Kate’s story. 

During years of research, I experienced firsthand the reasons why the voices of Native women have remained mostly silent in the historical record: Unable to read and write, Kate left no journals, no diaries, and no written accounts of her life beyond letters penned by others on her behalf. It is only through a fortuitous combination of correspondence, legal proceedings, ethnographic study, and the generosity of Kate’s relatives that her story can now be told. 

In particular, without the information shared by two of Kate’s nieces, Angela Sidney and Mrs. Billy Smith (now deceased), as well as elders Annie Auston and Ida Calmagene, it would have been much more difficult to challenge the prevailing historical accounts of Kate’s life. Also helpful to my research were archival holdings in Yukon Territory, Alaska, Washington State, and California, as well as Catharine McClellan’s ethnographic study My Old People Say and Thomas Thornton’s Ethnographic Overview and Assessment, commissioned by the Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park.

In the course of my work, I consulted with dozens of living descendants, including those related to Kate and also the descendants of those who knew her. I also visited the places where Kate lived and traveled: Tagish Lake, Lake Marsh, Lake Bennett, the Chilkoot Trail, the Haines-Tlákw.aan (Klukwan) coastal region of Alaska, the Forty Mile district, Fort Selkirk, Dawson City, Bonanza Creek, the Yukon River, Seattle’s Pioneer Square district, San Francisco, and San Benito County, California, where I used old township maps to locate the ranch where Kate spent two winters. 

Because my background is in the humanities, I took a broader approach to this book than either a historian or an anthropologist might. I’m also a novelist, and I must admit to a temptation to fictionalize Kate’s story—it would certainly have been easier than sifting through sands for facts that others had overlooked. But when so many misperceptions had already been circulated, I couldn’t see intentionally making up more stories about my subject. 

Instead, I set out to write a thoroughly researched and documented narrative that would draw readers into Kate’s world. From contemporary sources, I gathered grounding details: the weather on particular days, the hazards along particular parts of the Yukon River, descriptions of the Deisheetaan clan house. Newspaper accounts and letters written on Kate’s behalf purport to convey what she felt and thought at certain junctures in her life, but several of these sources are suspect, given the motives—some well-intentioned, others self-serving—of those who penned them. Wherever I suggest how Kate thought and felt at particular moments, I’ve drawn what I believe to be the most likely conclusions based on the circumstances, discerning as best I could the reliability of the source materials that have survived her. 

Even when a person of history has left written records of her life, a biographer’s work involves some interpretation of who that person was; others may, of course, reach different conclusions from the same set of facts, facts being more subject to interpretation than we like to think. Even the basic question of Kate’s cultural affiliation can be disputed: Was she Tagish? Tagish-Tlingit? Or, given recent assertions that there is no actual difference between Tagish and Tlingit, is it incorrect to use the term “Tagish” at all?

According to the Yukon Native Language Centre, Tagish is one of eight aboriginal languages spoken in what is now the Yukon Territory; of these, one is Tlingit and the rest, including Tagish, are categorized as Athabascan (this term is spelled in various ways, including “Athabaskan”). Tagish was spoken in the small, loosely defined region where Kate spent most of her life, near the source of the Yukon River, on the inland side of the Coastal Mountains that traverse one border between Alaska and Canada.

As anthropologist Julie Cruikshank notes in her introduction to Life Lived Like a Story, the various bands of indigenous people who reside in what is now Yukon Territory never formed distinctly bounded social units. Like other Tagish speakers of their time, Kate and her family also spoke Tlingit, which was in the process of replacing Tagish as the more culturally dominant language.{3} 

Nevertheless, in her work with Cruikshank, Kate’s niece Angela Sidney and other elders of her generation were very clear in self-identifying as Tagish. As Sidney and others told it—and as Tlingit sources of the period affirm—the Tlingit people began moving inland when the fur trade accelerated in the 1800s, with marriage alliances between Tlingit women and Tagish men helping to strengthen these trading relationships. Part of what makes Kate’s story so fascinating is that by virtue of her birth and upbringing, she was adept at adjusting to cultural differences; for people of her region, such skills were vital. But there is no evidence that she ever referred to herself as Tlingit. To avoid anachronism, I’ve opted to set aside current Tagish-Tlingit debates and refer to Kate only as Tagish, the same affiliation claimed by the Carcross-Tagish First Nations today.

My goal has been to illuminate a life, and, in doing so, to encourage fresh perspectives on what we think we know. A few particulars concerning my approach: No dialogue is invented. Wherever possible, I’ve avoided using sic, preferring to retain original wording, mistakes and all, from primary sources. A greater difficulty was deciding how to handle the overtly racist and sexist language and tone of many of these sources. Because such attitudes framed the “new normal” for indigenous people in the post-contact era, I’ve chosen to let these quotes stand as evidence of the vast differences between how Kate was perceived by others and how she perceived herself.

When referring to first peoples of Alaska and the Yukon, I’ve named the individual band or tribe wherever possible, using the terms Native, indigenous, and aboriginal when the reference is broader, and the term Indian when the reference is narrow enough to exclude other Native groups (such as Yup’ik or Aleut). Indian is, of course, a deeply vexed term, a misnomer assigned by outsiders, one that acquired pejorative overtones, particularly in decades past. In Canada, First Nations is the modern-day substitute for Indian. In the United States, Native American is the substitute term, though objections to its use have been raised, resulting in this notation in The Chicago Manual of Style: “Many among those who trace their roots to the aboriginal peoples of the America prefer American Indians to Native Americans, and in certain historical works Indians may be more appropriate.”{4}

Mindful of these perspectives, I’ve used the terms Native American, Alaska Native, and First Nations wherever the context is modern. But for references during Kate’s lifetime, I’ve referred to her as she herself would have, as either Tagish or Indian, designators that are conveniently neither wholly American nor wholly Canadian; for most of her life, Kate moved freely between these two nations.

 As outsiders came to Alaska and the Yukon, they assigned new names to people and places that already had perfectly good ones. In this book, I’ve switched from using the indigenous names of people and places to the names assigned by outsiders whenever, as best I could determine, those involved in the narrative began to use the newly assigned names. Thus, Kate is referred to as Shaaw Tláa until her marriage to George Carmack, after which she became known as Kate. 

For the Tagish, Tlingit, and Hwëch’in spellings used in this book, I’ve consulted resources provided by the Yukon Native Language Centre and the Sealaska Heritage Institute. For pronunciation assistance with Tagish and Tlingit names and terms, I urge readers to access the online language resources of these organizations, especially the audio recordings that allow sounds to be heard rather than puzzled out through charts that assume some linguistic understanding. For Tlingit, the Tlingit Alphabet audiovisual guide at www.sealaska.org is an excellent starting point.

Tagish is not taught in schools, and of the few speakers who remain today, the knowledge is passive: the language is understood but not spoken.{5} And while active efforts to preserve the Tlingit language have resulted in a recently updated orthography, Tagish spellings remain less uniform. Among the valuable resources available through the Yukon Native Language Centre (www.ynlc.ca) are audio recordings featuring one of the best (and sadly, one of the last) native speakers of Tagish, Lucy Wren.

It should be noted that Tagish and Tlingit renderings of certain words differ. Most notably for this text, Kate’s original name, Shaaw Tláa, is translated by her niece, Angela Sidney, as meaning “Mouldy Mother,” while in Tlingit it means “Ancient Mother,” “Old Mother,” or “Mother of the Ancients.”

One final but important note: All stories and songs belong to the clans; in a very real sense, these are their wealth. Those referenced in this book have been published previously, as noted in the citations, and my intent has been to summarize rather than retell them. 

In the spirit of reciprocity, which is foundational within Tagish-Tlingit culture, a portion of the proceeds from the sales of this book are donated to the Skookum Jim Friendship Centre, a nonprofit organization that depends in part on revenues generated by the trust fund set up by Kate’s brother Keish (Skookum Jim) to advance the well-being of First Nations people in the Yukon.


Chapter One 
Gold I Bring

 

The Roanoke is loaded with gold. Bags, cans, boxes, and crates cram its lower deck, jammed with a whopping ten tons of the precious metal panned and sluiced by lucky devils in the northern wilderness. Only a year ago, few had heard of the patch of low mountains and dense northern spruce now known as the Klondike. But these days, like an incantation of magic, the very word Klondike invokes abundance, the vindication of the American dream and the triumph of the individual in its most measurable manifestation: wealth.{6}

Nine days after setting out from the dreary and once sleepy port of St. Michael near the wide, muddy mouth of the Yukon River, the Roanoke chugs toward the dock of the North American Transport Company in Seattle, a city that enjoys a symbiotic relationship with the Klondike and its magic, the city having built the magic and the magic having built the city. 

Four hundred fifty-eight passengers crowd the ship’s decks, eager for land. Sunshine seeps past clouds to light the throng gathered to welcome them and their gold: women in cinched-waist dresses and high, narrow hats; men in suits and suspenders, bowlers and derbies and straw tops. Everyone wants to see who has gotten rich in the Klondike and who has returned empty-handed. In the Gilded Age of Horatio Alger and unbridled capitalism, Americans are exhorted to industry, thrift, and temperance. No one can quite reconcile the idea of gold so easy and plentiful that you need none of these virtues to claim it. The idea is as unsettling as it is enticing, and on this day in 1898, there is no small amount of envy as the Roanoke steams for shore, especially when it comes to the scruffy common folk on her decks, the nouveaux made riches by gold. 

A particular challenge to American precepts on money, virtue, and class is the lone Indian woman on board the Roanoke, first called Shaaw Tláa, now called Kate Carmack. On her wrists and fingers, she wears gold, thin bands that belie her new and extraordinary wealth. With a firm, dark-eyed gaze, she meets life head-on, grounded in the knowledge of who she is and from where she has come. Her features are soft, graceful; her resolve, unwavering. Possessed of a ready smile, she is resilient, resourceful, and strong—headstrong, even, with a temper. Determined and accomplished, she has already adapted in remarkable ways to circumstances beyond any she could ever have imagined, but the challenges ahead will prove even more formidable. 

Kate Carmack’s distinction—her claim to fame, as it were, though to her such a concept is foreign—is that she is thought to be the richest Indian woman in the world; since the extinction of the sixteenth-century colony for which the Roanoke is named, she is better situated with what passes for wealth than nearly any indigenous person of the United States or Canada has ever been. As of yet, she knows nothing of those who’ve gone before her and failed, Indians such as Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse and Quanah Parker, who have only recently been consigned to a scrubbed-out existence on lands no one else wants.

The crowd gathered on this one Seattle dock exceeds twice again the entire population of Kate’s Tagish Indian band, of whom she knows each by name. Like all Indians of Alaska and the Yukon, the Tagish clans travel in yearly rounds, hunting caribou and Dall sheep, gathering berries, harvesting salmon, and trapping beaver and muskrat. Thanks to the gatekeeping of their Tlingit neighbors, they have been among the last aboriginal people on the continent to confront head-on the object-driven culture of the West. They occupy the final frontier, some might say, although the US Census Bureau in 1890 declared the American frontier more or less closed, and at any rate, when your ideas about land have more to do with proper use than with tightly defined boundaries, the whole idea of a frontier becomes pointless.{7} Adapting is among the actions that have traditionally sustained Kate’s people, but there’s a tipping point between adaptation and assimilation that they’ve yet to fully test. 

Her first language centers on verbs, her integrity tied to how well she protects, relates, negotiates, and adapts. In the form of luck, destiny comes to her; she does not seek it out. In Kate’s essence, her yaahei, which is Shaaw Tláa and not Kate, it is the journey that matters, not the end. The route is a circle, traversed with way-finding that demands close attention and behaviors that honor defined relationships. 

In contrast, nineteenth-century Americans are a people of objects, their language driven by nouns. In their way of thinking, destiny requires pursuit; it is no coincidence that in their language, the words destiny and destination share the same root. They travel in lines, from point to point, toward tangible goals. They explore, they assert, they acquire. Among their most thrilling and coveted prizes is gold, of which Kate Carmack has quite a lot. 

 

Kate’s voyage had begun nineteen days earlier, when she left Dawson City, a boomtown at the junction of the Klondike and Yukon Rivers, in what is popularly known to Americans as Alaska but is in fact the newly formed Yukon Territory of Canada. Despite her fortune in gold, she has until now occupied with her husband and daughter a small, tidy cabin built of hand-hewn logs on one of the family’s Bonanza Creek claims, claims that by one estimate will yield $2.5 million in gold.{8} Within her modest home, she has sewn fur mittens and baked bread to sell to neighboring miners, though she draws the line at taking in laundry. 

Two weeks before she began her journey, a huge white tent went up across the river from Dawson, belonging to a woman who could hardly have been more different than Kate. In this four-hundred-pound tent, New York heiress Mary E. Hitchcock can host seventy-five dinner guests, serving them tinned oysters, asparagus, and lobsters, and ice cream made from the freezer she has brought to the wilderness. She can entertain her new friends with her gramophone and her movie projector and her portable bowling alley, not to mention her flock of pigeons, her parrot, her canaries, and a Great Dane.{9}

Penned between practicing on her zither and mandolin, Mary Hitchcock kept a detailed journal of the route Kate has traveled (though in reverse), by steamer and sternwheeler{10} through the Pacific to the Bering Sea and up the Yukon River to Dawson. Steaming from the mainland toward the mouth of the Yukon with traveling companion Edith Van Buren, grand-niece of President Martin Van Buren, Mary Hitchcock was struck by the profound silence as their ship navigated a field of ice floes. A stretch of wet, windy days at the dreary Alaskan port of St. Michael tried her patience as they waited for the water in the Yukon to rise to accommodate the sternwheeler. It vexed her to learn that she would not, as promised, be among the first passengers to put off in Dawson that year. 

Once they finally got on the river, Mary Hitchcock disembarked whenever the boat stopped, which was often, sternwheelers having large appetites for wood. Fighting off gnats and mosquitoes and horseflies, she gathered wild roses, mulberries, currants, and raspberries, as well as groundsel, which delighted her canaries. Where she could, she photographed Indians who turned out along the river, though she refused to descend into the traditional community houses to photograph their dancing, for fear of the vermin, and she became indignant when a group of Indian women covered their heads with shawls and demanded a sitting fee. Though she misperceived the tundra as prairie with great potential for agricultural development, she admired the mountains and rapids and gorges as her boat approached Dawson.{11} 

This is the country that Kate has left behind, though unlike Mary Hitchcock, she is unable to record her impressions of it, because she cannot read or write. But in the age of Yellow Journalism, American reporters are already poised to spread the legends that will spring up about her. Random photos of Indian women will circulate, the owners claiming to have captured Kate’s image. In order to find her way, she will purportedly leave hatchet marks in the fancy woodwork of the Seattle Hotel.{12} With her husband, she will toss gold coins from the hotel’s top floor, causing mayhem among pedestrians who scramble for easy money.{13} 

And when George abandons her at a California ranch 2,500 miles from her home, Kate will discover the extent to which she has been made to embody a longstanding metaphor that simultaneously casts Indian women in the role of exotic princess and dangerous savage.{14} As such, she will be expected to defy her own people in a self-imposed banishment that aligns her with the dominant culture but that ends, more often than not, in premature death.{15}

 

The Roanoke is among sixty new boats and barges that serve the gold fields, plowing across the North Pacific and charging up and down the Yukon at such an alarming rate that it’s a wonder they don’t collide. Sternwheelers from two rival carriers now race, quite literally, to and from the Klondike; the one that delivered Kate down the Yukon to the Roanoke set a new record as it zipped in six days from Dawson City to St. Michael. Aboard the Roanoke, the vessel’s owner is beaming, though his mood darkens when he’s reminded of two gold heists that have plagued this voyage, the victim of one of these thefts being Kate’s brother Keish, known as Skookum Jim Mason; at some point during their journey, $4,000 of his gold was replaced with lead shot. 

Even with this loss, the family partnership that consists of Kate and Jim plus their nephews Káa Goox (also called Charlie) and Kooŧseen (called Patsy) and Kate’s husband George Carmack still have a quarter million dollars in gold stashed in the lower reaches of the Roanoke, and this is only a portion of the fortune they’re wresting from the frozen earth.{16} The son of a California farmer, Kate’s husband claims credit for having discovered the gold that set off the Klondike madness. So do her brother and nephew; there’s even talk that Kate played a role in plucking the first nuggets from the creek.
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As the Roanoke was about to set sail for Seattle, Kate and her family posed for a photo on deck. Though he should be at the peak of his game, George appears in this photo more bedraggled than the rest, his suit coat rumpled and his tie loose at the collar. He’s not yet forty, but he suffers from rheumatism, which Kate treats with traditional medicines, coltsfoot and devil’s club. A drifter who tried his hand at shepherding, which he hated, and the military, from which he went AWOL at age twenty-two, George Carmack appeared in the Yukon at a fortuitous time. Though he now claims gold as his destiny, in truth he wandered the North for years with no real destination. After a dozen years as husband to Kate, he has finally written to his sister to tell her he’s married. His wife, he says in his letter, is Irish.{17}

“Lying George,” as fellow prospectors call him, is known for telling a stretcher now and again. Interviewed in his Roanoke stateroom, he complained he’d never seen the true story of the Klondike discovery in print.{18} Before he’s through, he’ll fabricate multiple versions of this “true story.” He brags to the reporter that he plans to take Kate and Charlie and Jim to the big 1899 expedition in Paris. But in fact, when he writes his life story, he’ll leave Kate out completely. It will be as if she never existed.

In the photo taken from the Roanoke before its departure, Kate appears beautiful by any standard, posing assuredly behind a crate of gold, dressed in a dark frock with lace collar and sleeves, a shawl draped over her shoulders. While not the height of fashion, her flat-topped hat is graced with a length of fancy ribbon. Though in one hand she clutches a white handkerchief—has she been crying? —her lips turn in a slight smile. The only woman on deck, she stands out among dozens of stern-faced men, including her nephew Charlie, who slouches at her side, hands stuffed in the pockets of his three-piece suit. In front of Kate sits her five-year-old daughter, Graphie Grace, too young to recall a life without gold. Wearing a heavy dress and a lace-collared cape, Graphie scowls, perhaps having already spied the high-topped button boots she’ll demand her father purchase right off another child’s feet, to replace the Indian moccasins made by her mother.{19}

In this photo, no one touches Kate’s husband, but a fellow miner rests his hand on the shoulder of her brother Keish. Known also as Skookum, or “Strong” Jim, he strikes a handsome, confident pose in his suit, his derby hat tipped stylishly to the side, one hand in his pocket, the other on his hip, displaying a gold ring. Jim is acclaimed for his prowess and strength—in a single load, he once packed 165 pounds of bacon over the Chilkoot Trail, dubbed the meanest thirty-three miles in history.{20} Another time he went hand to claw with a bear. Two years before striking it rich in the Klondike, an encounter with the fleeting Wealth Woman of Tagish legend bestowed Jim with luck, which he now shares with Kate’s husband, whom he befriended even before they became brothers-in-law, a relationship that to the Tagish is deeply infused with obligations.{21} Even though one of George’s “stretchers” was that Indians could not file Discovery claims, Jim has stuck by him as the family digs gold from the gravels of Bonanza Creek.{22} 

Standing so close to Jim that their arms overlap is Kooŧseen, whom George has dubbed with the unfortunate name of “Patsy”—all of Kate’s family has been renamed like this, at random, by George or other white people who’ve found their given names too difficult. Among the Tagish, uncles take special responsibility for nephews, rearing them almost as fathers would; for years, Patsy and Charlie have traveled with Jim. Like his uncle, Patsy sports a smart three-piece suit, but he’s young and slight, and his hands clasped at his waist betray his unease, as if he alone knows what’s ahead. 

 

In truth, Seattle is a hardly the best place to make your first acquaintance with urban America in the waning years of the nineteenth century. Inspired by the gold rush, swindlers and speculators are everywhere. In this booming city, you can buy everything imaginable, and then some, to ease your way in the Arctic: patented Blizzard Resister Suits, Klondike underwear, Klondike hosiery, Klondike gloves. You can purchase frost extraction devices and insect-proof masks—pound for pound, the Klondike is rumored to be almost as heavy with mosquitoes as it is with gold.{23} Would-be millionaires can also equip themselves with automated gold pans and steam-powered sleds, crystallized eggs (some turn out to be nothing but cornmeal), scurvy cures, collapsible boats, Klondike bicycles, and slot machines that operate on gold nuggets instead of coins—all of it, save perhaps the scurvy cure, utterly worthless upon arrival in the North. Yet already $60 million has been spent in the race for gold.{24} 

The Klondike feeds the longings of an adolescent nation in the throes of nineteenth-century capitalism. Industrialism has funneled wealth to the likes of Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan in quantities unimaginable to the average American, so that there are only two classes, according to Populist Jerry Simpson: the robbers and the robbed.{25} Following the Panic of 1893, factories closed, unemployment skyrocketed, and foreclosures were rampant. Depositors stormed banks, demanding their money in gold. At first the US Treasury drew on reserves to satisfy them, but the nation’s burgeoning deficit and European distrust of the American dollar created such a downward spiral in confidence that by early 1895, the US government was about to run out of gold, a crisis that would have caused the nation to default on its debt. 

Only by brokering a deal in which the US Treasury sold bonds in exchange for gold from a syndicate led by banker J.P. Morgan was President Grover Cleveland able to avert an international run on American banks that might have turned the 1893 Panic into an all-out depression. Naturally, Morgan made a hefty profit on the transaction, though the exact amount was never disclosed.{26} Still the recession deepened. Cleveland’s reputation was ruined. Populist presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan ran on the silver platform, eschewing the gold standard as the tool used by greedy bankers to manipulate the money supply. “You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold!” Bryan proclaimed. 

Six weeks after this pronouncement, George Carmack or one of his Tagish relatives—depending on whose version you believe—discovered the nuggets that precipitated a rush that flooded worldwide markets with gold, renewing confidence and setting off a boom in transportation and industry to accommodate the would-be millionaires headed north that dampened the furor over gold versus silver. Thanks to an enthusiastic advertising campaign launched by Erastus Brainerd, a former journalist who rivals P.T. Barnum for showmanship, nearly all the traffic in the Seattle harbor now points toward the Klondike.

Nearly all the traffic, that is, except the Roanoke, about to deliver Kate to the throng. Can wealth be the destiny of an obscure Indian woman, transported from a place that, for better or worse, is gaining fame as the resurrected (and last) frontier? Everything in the nineteenth-century American soul screams against it. But for Kate Carmack, née Shaaw Tláa, destiny is hardly the point. You act as you must, trusting in the combined sum of your actions to keep you whole. You hope against hope that out of the mad rush for Klondike gold will come a legacy of triumph—not of wealth, but of spirit. 

An exceptional and complex woman, Kate will prove herself neither angel nor demon. Her perspective—and indeed the perspective of all Native people—will be overlooked time and again in the plethora of books that will be written about the Klondike, popular accounts of the gold rush that emphasize the values and accomplishments of outsiders. But when pieced together decades after her death, her life’s story will demonstrate the many ways in which a singular quest for wealth played out for those who were there first, the indigenous people of Alaska and the Yukon.


Chapter Two 
They’re Coming Now

 

Variously defined as place, process, relationship, and experience, the frontier has embodied, for better and worse, much of the American and Canadian experience.{27} Notwithstanding the US Census Bureau’s statement about the frontier having become a thing of the past, the Far North where Shaaw Tláa would grow into womanhood was quietly becoming known, even before the Klondike discovery, as a new frontier, long inhabited but only recently transgressed. 

Until her family discovered gold, Shaaw Tláa’s experience with what others called the frontier—a term she herself would not have used—would involve encounters with persons who had ventured north with a variety of interests and intents: missionaries, naturalists, military men, traders, and prospectors. The perceptions of those who traveled to Alaska and the Yukon (indeed, the perceptions that framed much of American and Canadian history through the end of the nineteenth century) were colored by ways of thinking that have entered into intellectual discourse as isms—colonialism, imperialism, expansionism—forces that shaped the ways in which Shaaw Tláa was perceived by nearly every outsider who met her, and many more who would only learn of her secondhand. 

During her lifetime, one had to look back only a generation or two for very real examples of what it might mean for an outsider to encounter an Indian along the frontier.{28} Bloody battles, massacres, attacks—these clashes with aboriginal bands and nations had been the very real fallout of westward expansion in the United States and Canada. Despite the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869 and the influx of cattlemen that resulted in the mass slaughter of buffalo, bloodshed from Indian wars had continued well into the 1870s, involving the Comanche and Sioux in particular but also other Plains tribes who through their skills in battle had managed to thwart and even turn back some of the incursions into their traditional lands. 

Hostiles, savages, marauders—these terms and more were transferred wholesale to people of the many distinct indigenous cultures of the North. Outsiders assessed Natives like Shaaw Tláa according to their perceived trustworthiness, meaning how inclined they were to accept intrusion without a fight and how reliably they conformed to the expectations of newcomers. Within this context, indigenous peoples and the new arrivals made accommodations to one other for what they perceived—often wrongly—as advantage. 

 

Isolated by economic and geographic circumstances during her childhood, Shaaw Tláa knew little of what happened when cultures collided. Her sense of self was rooted in her haa shagóon, her story, reaching back to mythical time, when Crow first threw sand to make the world and then carved thick poplar bark, breathing into it to make the first humans.{29} She was of the Dakl’aweidí, the Killer Whale nation. Because the Tagish were matrilineal, she was known as the daughter of Gus’dutéen, who was the daughter of Húnxu.aat, whose people came from Tahltan, the flat place now called Telegraph Creek. Led by two old men, Shaaw Tláa’s ancestors had traveled under a glacier to the mouth of the Shtax’héen River, now called the Stikine, to a place now called Wrangell, where they camped on a pebbly beach from which they got their name, Dakl’aweidí. From that beach, some journeyed along the coast and then up the Chilkat River and over Bear Creek Pass to where they made the village of Tagish. Their song “Shove It out Now” was sung in remembrance of the time when they pushed their boat out under the glacier.{30} 

Shaaw Tláa was a middle child of eight born to Gus’dutéen and Kaachgaawáa, a crow of the Deisheetaan, or beaver clan. The name Shaaw Tláa was, and continues to be, passed from person to person within the Dakl’aweidí. Its meaning, “moldy mother,” might strike outsiders as odd, but there is among Tagish legends one of Shaatláax, or Moldy Head, whose mother knew precisely how to save him after he had been turned into a fish.{31} 

The date of Shaaw Tláa’s birth is uncertain—on census and other records, the year is given as 1865, 1859, and 1857. The birth year inscribed on her tombstone, erected long after her death, is 1857, but based on the events of her life, Shaaw Tláa was more likely born between 1862 and 1867.{32} At any rate, chronicling her birth wouldn’t have been especially important to her family. Better to remember when the caribou had come through the previous year and to know when they might come through the next. 

Precisely where she was born is equally difficult to determine. Like all Yukon Indians, her family moved with the seasons, mostly within a small area surrounding four long lakes that spread like a pinwheel, lakes now called Tagish, Bennett, Nares, and Marsh. Lines drawn to distinguish the traditional lands of the Tagish clans from neighboring bands are mostly arbitrary. In practical terms, there was much mixing of languages and families across these imagined boundaries, and there was no sense of land ownership in the way that Western cultures perceive it. Rather, each group concerned themselves with stewardship over the lands they traveled, the boreal forests that spread across much of the Yukon and Alaska, dense with trees that thrive in glacier-scraped soils—birch, aspen, cottonwood, lodge pole pine, larch, subalpine fir, and white spruce. In the places where all but the top layer of soil stays frozen year round, spindly black spruce tilt drunkenly across the boggy landscape.{33}

When Shaaw Tláa was young—on August 7, 1869, to be precise—the sun disappeared. The response of her family to this celestial event stands in stark contrast to what happened a short journey away, on the coastal side of the mountains, where the Tlingit Indians—many related in one way or another to Shaaw Tláa—viewed the eclipse in the company of strangers, white men who were mostly a mystery to the Tagish clans, in no small part because the Tlingit preferred it that way.{34} 

The full solar eclipse of 1869 occurred during Kuk’eet, the month of new snow on the mountains, the time for storing up salmon and picking berries and hunting mountain goats. At the time, the entire Tagish band, with its own distinct language, consisted of less than a hundred people represented by two clans, the Dakl’aweidí and the Deisheetaan. During Kuk’eet, Shaaw Tláa’s family put up salmon caught with fish traps and nets at the north end of Marsh Lake, near the headwaters of the Yukon River, which meanders northwest through the present-day city of Whitehorse, where it broadens into a silty but navigable waterway through which hordes of fish migrate.{35} 

To those who don’t know this region, the Yukon landscape feels not only vast but inhospitable in this part of the North, swarming with relentless mosquitoes in summer and mind-numbing with dark and cold in winter. Not so for Shaaw Tláa, raised from birth with a deep understanding of the land. Besides putting up fish, her family also scoured the surrounding woodlands, gathering plants used for food and medicine—bearberry, wild chamomile, goldenrod, fireweed, horsetail, coldsfoot, lungwort, Labrador tea, yarrow, and wild sage.

On the day of the solar eclipse, Shaaw Tláa was doing more or less as she pleased, as all Tagish children did, perhaps playing with dolls made from bits of fur and wood or swinging while her brothers and sisters and cousins walked in a circle around her, singing songs, or building a playhouse of rocks and brush, where boys and girls played during warm weather—the girls demonstrating even in play the power Tagish and Tlingit women wielded within the home.{36} 

To look after her were not only her parents but also her relatives in both clans, although Shaaw Tláa had to be mindful of who was whom among her extended family, as certain relationships demanded an extra level of respect, lest she inadvertently start a feud that could only be resolved with an expensive, face-saving potlatch. Warm praise let her know she was loved, even as certain grown-ups—her joking relations—caused her to look away with their relentless teasing.{37} If her behavior got out of hand, the pronouncement that an owl was coming to take her away was enough to quiet her. 

Early on, Shaaw Tláa learned to avoid saying anything bad about moldy fish or speak harshly about bears. Aside from dogs, which were kept for transportation though they were also associated with evil,{38} living creatures were to be treated with respect, even by children. When she ate bone or blood soup, she avoided looking into the bowl, or the yek of the animal that had been killed might see her.{39} So she would not grow up to be lazy, she made sure not to keep stones in her pockets. And she knew better than to play with baby birds—that would bring on bad weather. 

Yet on that day in August, nothing done by her or any other child could account for the sun’s disappearance. As a shadow began to cross over the brilliant orb, an unnatural darkness spread across the forest, followed by an uncanny silence. Even the dogs quit their yapping and howling. Without doubt, Shaaw Tláa was afraid. But there were proper behaviors for even the most extraordinary of circumstances, and the Tagish adults knew precisely how to respond. 

As the sun shrank beneath the moon’s shadow, Shaaw Tláa’s mother and aunts and cousins hung their best furs, button blankets, and other valuables outside on lines. They tied gopher snares to their walking sticks and waved them at the disappearing disc, as if to snare it. Some shook blankets at it. Together, they sang, urging the sun to come back for all the pretty things they’d set out.{40} 

Still the light receded, until only a bright, narrow, sharply-defined sliver commanded the sky. Then its final edge disappeared, and all went dark.

 

On the far side of the Coastal Mountains, Shaaw Tláa’s Tlingit relatives experienced the eclipse in the company of outsiders, a group of white men that included William Seward, making his first visit to Alaska after successfully wrangling the US Congress into its purchase two years prior. It was from such outsiders that Tlingit traders, well-positioned as middlemen, had isolated their Tagish relatives. But in the aftermath of the eclipse—perhaps even because of it—the Chikat Tlingit chief Kohklux would make a crucial decision that opened direct access, albeit limited, between the outsiders and interior groups that included Shaaw Tláa and her family.{41}

 On the morning of the eclipse, near the Tlingit village of Tlákw.aan, a small group of white men gathered around a set of scientific instruments: a Hipp chronograph, mounted to a Frodsham break-circuit chronograph; a variety of thermometers and barometers; and a large Fraunhofer telescope, protected by a tent-fly from the breeze that blew lightly from the southeast.{42} As the moon’s shadow slid away and a line of light slid over the snow-covered peaks, rose-colored flames spilled from the sun’s corona, as viewed through the telescope. “The solemn feeling with which the growing darkness, the bold dark mountains, the rush of the swift-flowing river, and the wild surroundings had affected everyone gave way to bursts of admiration at this magnificent glory in the heavens,” wrote George Davidson, the man at the eyepiece.{43} 

When daylight returned, Kohklux and his clansmen came out from their homes, demanding to know what role their guests had played in the sun’s sudden sickness. Initial explanations failed to satisfy the chief. Regal, high-strung, and recognized among white men as both a warrior and a diplomat, Kohklux exuded a commanding if high-strung presence; he stood nearly six feet tall with a broad, high chest, his good looks marred only by a prominent scar on his cheek, incurred in one of the many tribal disputes that complicated his leadership duties, one in which he had found himself staring down a revolver pointed directly at his face.{44} Though the gunshot tore through his cheek and shattered his teeth, Kohklux had spit the bullet from his mouth and handed it to his assailant, saying simply, “You cannot hurt me.”{45}

The perplexing influence of the white men and their instruments on the normally reliable sun set the tone for a meeting that took place later that day between Kohklux and the Great Tyee—the boss man, in Chinook trading jargon—former US Secretary of State William H. Seward. Having been hailed as the best spot in the world to view the eclipse, the Tlingit village was a key stop on Seward’s tour of the new US territory, which was still being mocked as “Seward’s Icebox.” An outspoken man of firm convictions, Seward’s face, like Kohklux’s, featured a prominent scar, his from the gash of a knife wielded by a conspirator in the plot to assassinate President Lincoln. 

Kohklux feted Seward and his companions with fresh fish and wild meats cooked over open fires in one of three lodges in which the wealth of the Tlingit was displayed: piles of blankets painstakingly woven from mountain goat hair, totems fashioned from fragrant red cedar, handcrafted wooden boxes, and elaborate carvings, one of which filled an entire wall. For this wealth, Kohklux and other Tlingit leaders, including the Chilkoot Tlingit to the south, depended greatly on their trade advantage with inland groups like the Tagish, a position they protected fiercely. Inadvertently, the Tlingit middlemen also spared Shaaw Tláa’s people—for the moment—much of the havoc that resulted from direct contact with outsiders, including disease, alcohol, and violence.

After the feast, Kohklux gathered a large number of his clan around the central fire and lay before the men who had commandeered the sun a test of their power, initiating a dialogue that illustrated the sorts of cultural accommodations that would eventually become integral to Shaaw Tláa’s way of life. The Tlingit of Sitka, site of the capital of Russian America, had several years earlier killed three men of Kohklux’s clan. Kohklux wanted to know what the Great Tyee, William Seward, planned to do about it. 

Ever the diplomat, Seward proposed that since the killings had occurred prior the US purchase of Alaska, the matter should be taken up with the Russians. “We did appeal to the Emperor of Russia,” said Kohklux, via interpreter. “But he gave us no redress. Perhaps he was too poor. We know he was, because he had to sell his land to the Great Tyee.”{46}

By Tlingit as well as Tagish reckoning, scores were settled with actions, so Kohklux asked Seward’s permission to kill three Sitka Indians for each Chilkat life lost. No killing, Seward replied unequivocally. “We know that the Boston Men are averse to any killing, except by their own soldiers,” Kohklux said. “So we have sometimes consented to take pay in blankets.” {47} 

With this concession, Seward negotiated a settlement: four blankets to be given over by the US government for each Indian life lost, though the total was tripled once Kohklux pointed out that the three Chilkat killed were the sons of chiefs.{48} The successful negotiations, not to mention the return of the sun, were cause for celebration. Kohklux changed from leggings to a suit of black broadcloth and joined a flotilla of brightly colored canoes that delivered him along with his sub-chiefs and warriors and their wives to the Great Tyee’s boat. As they feasted once more, Kohklux asked again that the white men explain how they’d managed to make the sun vanish and reappear. At the conclusion of an impromptu astronomy lesson in which an apple and orange stood in for the sun and the moon, it fell to Kohklux to make a final diplomatic response. 

“The chiefs have understood much, though not all, that the Great Tyee has told them,” Kohklux said. “They understand him as saying that the eclipse was produced by the Great Spirit and not by man. Since he says so, they will believe it. They have noticed, however, that the Great Spirit generally does whatever the Boston Men want him to.”{49} 

In the aftermath of the eclipse and the subsequent negotiations and feast, Kohklux revealed to one of his guests, surveyor and astronomer George Davidson, the various passages to the interior secreted and guarded by the Tlingit. Having never before put pencil to paper, the Chilkat chief and his wives spent two full days sketching maps that detailed every footpath, camp, settlement, and food cache between their village and the ill-fated Fort Selkirk, a Yukon trading post raided twelve years earlier by Kohklux and some of his men in protest of what they perceived as the Hudson Bay Company’s encroachment on their trading territory.{50} 

That Kohklux perceived some advantage in accommodating the outsiders on his own terms was no secret; he later sported a tattoo that read “Seward.”{51} But while he and the Chilkat Tlingit maintained control of their trading routes, the Kohklux map was a concession akin to the cracking of a door, one that before the century ended would swing wide to accommodate the rush for gold.

Following the eclipse, discharged soldier William Henderson stayed on with Kohklux, who promised to take him into the Interior in search of gold and other minerals; according to Henderson, Kohklux was as enthused about these prospects as the outsiders. For reasons unknown, Henderson never returned. The hazards of the North were many—avalanches, treacherous rivers, extreme weather, even death by retribution, the assumption being that all white people were of the same clan and therefore might be held to account for one another’s wrongs.{52} 

In 1875, while Shaaw Tláa was still living with her parents, a second prospector trekked inland to Marsh Lake, where her family harvested salmon in the summer. Guided by the L’ukaax.ádi Tlingit, this miner returned to the coast with claims of having found gold, though he failed to reveal any details.{53}

 

Initially, Shaaw Tláa’s people suspected the white men had come from the clouds. At the beginning of time, a barrier had fallen from heaven, separating the ordinary world from a winter world where everything was white: animals, landscape, and people. Tired of the eternal cold, animals in the white world recruited the bloodsucker to poke a hole through the barrier. Wolverine widened the gap so the animals could slide from one world to the next. With their magical powers, shamans could also pass from the ordinary world to the white one, returning with prophecies and instructions for living. By virtue of their skin color, the first white people were thought to have slipped through this hole. 

A Tagish story-song refines this understanding. While traveling to gather meat for his grandmother, a boy is sidetracked by a rainbow. As he stands beneath it, he hears a voice without seeing the speaker, a voice that tells him to eat from a sack dropped from the sky. Returning to his grandmother, the boy eats the strange food and sleeps in a bed raised up from the floor. “I’m going to be a white man,” he says. “They’re coming now.”{54}

And come they would. Pretty things hung on lines and gopher snares tied to sticks had convinced the sun to return, but no such tricks would persuade the outsiders to do anything other than precisely what they pleased. One of the first to come was Frederick Schwatka, who in 1883 passed through the Tagish lake country where Shaaw Tláa grew up.

Not a trader but a US military explorer, Schwatka began his journey on something of a covert mission, the American military having failed to get permission from the Canadians to mount an expedition through their territory. Two years after the trek, Schwatka’s observations—frank, derisive, and opinionated—were written up in what would become one of the most influential books about Alaska and the Yukon during its day; following the Klondike discovery, Schwatka’s account of his journey would be used as a bible of sorts by stampeders making their way through unfamiliar territory in search of gold.{55} 

Of more direct consequence to Shaaw Tláa, Schwatka’s observations are rife with the sorts of judgments she would face throughout her life. As Schwatka traveled through the traditional lands of the Tagish clans, he renamed every landmark while making snide observations about the people who lived there. The Tagish cottonwood canoes offered for his use at Lindeman Lake he called “the most dilapidated looking craft that ever were seen.” At Todezáané (later renamed Caribou Crossing, or Carcross), he noted “a dejected camp of two Tahk-heesh families” and the “very ancient reindeer ham hanging in front of their brush tent.” When the “gum canoe” towed behind Schwatka’s sixteen-by-thirty-two-foot raft
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On the upper deck of the Roanoke, before departing St. Michael.
Behind Graphie (seated) is her father, George Carmack. To his right
is Kate, and to her right is Charlie. To George’s left is Jim, and to his
left is Patsy. (Dawson City Museum, 1999.11.9)
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