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FOREWORD

 


May 10, 1899

 


 


 


On July 14, 1897, the Excelsior
arrived in San Francisco with $400,000 in gold from the Klondike,
exciting anyone with any imagination. On July 17th,1897 the
Portland docked in Seattle with $700,000 in Klondike gold.
Newspapers spread the news rapidly across the country. The gold
rush began.

 Although most gold seekers would go to the Canadian Klondike,
about 4,000 listened instead to the newspaper reports of even
greater amounts of gold available for the taking in Alaska's Copper
River area and chose to follow the Valdez Glacier trail to the
Copper River gold fields.

 


 


 


 



Chapter One




 


Ginny clung to her father's arm as the
steamer gracefully glided into port. Ten long days had passed since
they embarked on their journey from San Francisco to Valdez,
Alaska. Throughout the seemingly interminable voyage,
eighteen-year-old Ginny had secretly wished her father would have a
change of heart.

As the owner of the shipping company,
Papa could tell the captain to return to the comforts of San
Francisco. However, Robert O'Rourke's enthusiasm for this Alaskan
adventure remained undiminished ed from the moment he first
proposed it.

Papa had outlined their plans to first
gather supplies before embarking on the new trail through Keystone
Canyon. His mind was set on the adventure of locating gold within
the Copper River Valley. Ginny was grateful they had opted for a
safer route than the perilous glacial field that had claimed the
lives of earlier prospectors.

Though embarking on the Keystone Trail
would be safer, it still marked a profound departure from the ample
comforts they knew in San Francisco. The new trail, however, still
came intertwined with the prospect of difficult living
conditions.

Their days would now unfold in a
symphony of hiking through untamed landscapes, setting up camp
under starlit skies, eating berries and wild game, and savoring the
sustenance of rationed dried provisions. The familiar opulence of
their city life would give way to the rugged simplicity of survival
in the wild for the weeks to come.

As the afternoon sun cast its golden
hues upon the scene before her, Ginny's begrudging skepticism was
momentarily overshadowed by the astonishing beauty of the frozen
landscape. Majestic mountain peaks adorned with glistening white
crowns reached toward an azure sky, painting a picture of untouched
grandeur. Amid her conviction that this endeavor would test her
limits, she couldn't help but appreciate the breathtaking panorama
that unfolded before her eyes.

The air was crisp and invigorating,
carrying with it a faint scent of pine and adventure. The sun hung
low on the horizon, casting long shadows that danced upon the
ground, as if in a lively waltz with the surrounding
wilderness.

Navigating the swaying gangplank,
Ginny held tightly to her valise, eager to set foot on solid ground
once more, even if that land happened to be the wilds of Alaska.
Her yearning for a proper room in a house, rather than a cabin on a
ship and a view that extended beyond endless water was palpable.
The only genuine enjoyment she had derived from the journey was the
captivating spectacle of porpoises and humpback whales performing
ballet in the water.

Ginny's gaze fell upon a collection of
tented dwellings. It was a sprawling encampment that punctuated the
untamed earth like mushrooms after a summer rain. Each canvas abode
told a story of ambition and hope, tinged with despair. a haven for
those who sought their fortune in the perilous depths of the
earth.

Ginny's unease grew as she imagined
the amenities, or perhaps the lack thereof, awaiting them in this
raw frontier. Doubts, like fleeting shadows, played upon the canvas
of her mind. How would the comforts of home compare to the rugged
reality that now beckoned? Yet, nestled within her core, there
thrived a steadfast aversion to extravagances, an inherent trait
that had always set her apart from the glittering crowd of her
social circle.

Papa's reassuring pat on her arm
brought her attention back to him. "It's good you joined me, my
dear. This way, James can focus on learning the business without my
pretty little distraction."

A smile graced her lips as she
countered, "Do you truly believe I'd let you venture into this wild
land alone? I'd be consumed with worry every single day, fearing
you'd become wolf fodder."

As their feet found solid ground,
Ginny's legs wobbled, giving way to the peculiar sensation sailors
referred to as "getting your land legs."

A passerby, solid and young, reached
out to steady her, his warm touch providing solace to her chilly
arms. In those moments, their eyes met and a captivating gaze as
dark as midnight met Ginny's own. A cascade of lustrous black hair
framed his face, and the enchantment deepened when his lips curled
into a friendly smile.

Regaining her composure, Ginny said,
“Thank you. My legs don’t seem to work.”

He nodded and a trace of an enigmatic
smile lingered on his face as he continued on his way. She wondered
if he’d understood what she’d said. Her gaze lingered as she
watched him recede into the distance.

"That young buck ought to watch his
step more closely," Papa interjected, breaking the
spell.

Offering a sheepish grin, Ginny
conceded. "Indeed, Papa. It was entirely my fault. I stumbled into
him.”

Unable to admit to any fault with
Ginny, he blustered. “Nonetheless, he should have been more
careful.”

After this brief bout of grumbling,
the two pressed forward, gingerly traversing the rain-soaked path
that barely qualified as a road. Holding tightly to her father's
arm, Ginny navigated the bumpy terrain toward the welcoming facade
of a hotel made of hewn logs and rough-hewn planks. Its wide porch
provided shelter as well as a place for prospectors to gather and
swap tales.

Despite the midafternoon hour, the
sun's departure was imminent, casting a premature twilight that
hastened them toward the solitary lantern in a front window of the
hotel. Ginny shivered. She would be glad to be inside before
darkness closed in.

Papa ushered her through the door into
a lobby where furs and hunting trophies were displayed. Ginny took
a moment to brush off her skirt and wipe her shoes on the provided
mat. The well-trodden floor bore witness to the passage of
countless muddy boots, a stark contrast to the immaculate
cleanliness she was accustomed to in her San Francisco home. There,
the diligent Chinese housekeeper ensured that no trace of dirt
defiled their living space.

A bearded clerk extended a warm
greeting as they entered, dispatching a young native to fetch their
bags. While Papa checked them in and secured their rooms, Ginny
studied the bear hides and hunting trophies that decorated the
lobby. She shivered as she realized she’d taken the safety of San
Francisco for granted. Here, in this untamed wilderness, bears were
only one of the perils that could await them.

Led by her father, Ginny ascended the
creaky staircase, following the well-worn path of the faded carpet
runner. Crossing the threshold into her room, she surveyed the
accommodations with a mix of curiosity and hope.

A washstand held a large bowl with
delicate rose motifs, complete with a matching pitcher. It stood as
an invitation for her to refresh herself. The simple bed, swathed
in a faded, but plush yellow coverlet, promised a respite from the
journey.

A wooden dresser and wardrobe offered
practical storage, while a quaint wooden desk and chair sat beneath
the window, inviting her to write a letter to her admirer back
home. A modest fire crackled in the fireplace, casting a warm glow
across the room.

With a sigh of approval, Ginny washed
her hands and face, relishing the sensation of a fresh, clean towel
against her skin. When her bags arrived, she eagerly changed into
an unstained dress and stockings, her legs regaining their strength
and steadiness. Placing her soiled shoes outside of the door for
cleaning, she nestled her feet into comfortable
slippers.

As she wondered what to do next, she
heard a knock at her door. She opened it to see Papa wearing a new
set of clothes. His thick khaki pants and a warm cotton shirt would
keep him warmer than his travel clothes.

He smiled and asked, “Would you like
to sit on the porch a bit and get a feel for the goings on of the
town?”

“That sounds like a lovely
idea. It was so stuffy on the ship that I could use some fresh
air.”

For this reason, the cabin was not
where Ginny spent most of her time. She and Papa walked the deck or
sat in chairs to watch the waves and marine animals that often
surfaced..

“Grab your coat. It will
get chillier later,” Papa advised.

Ginny retrieved her coat from the hook
where she had placed it. Crafted from a rich burgundy wool, it
featured a fitted bodice that cinched at her waist, accentuating
her slender figure. The coat's lapels were adorned with intricate
embroidery in deep gold thread. The coat’s skirt flared gently in
graceful folds that brushed against her ankles. A long coat was
surely what she needed for warmth in this chilly land.

Upon reaching the porch, Papa
courteously offered one of the sturdy wooden chairs to Ginny. His
gallant gesture served as a gentle reminder of the refined manners
that characterized their society.

As she settled into her seat, Ginny
observed the miners bustling about, many of them appearing quite
rugged. She pondered whether any of these men possessed the
knowledge of how to properly treat a lady.

They settled into their chairs, their
gazes drawn westward, where the marriage of land and sea painted a
breathtaking tableau. The ocean stretched out before them, an
expanse of deep sapphire that seemed to merge seamlessly with the
sky. The water's surface glistened as if adorned with scattered
diamonds, each twinkle a reflection of the waning sun's
light.

Against this stunning backdrop, the
majestic mountains stood sentinel, their peaks caressed by the
final rays of daylight. The rugged contours of the peaks were
softened by a hazy mist, imbuing them with an ethereal quality that
bridged the earthly and the divine. Hues of amber and rose adorned
the heavens, as the gradual final onset of dusk began its gentle
descent.

Ginny's eyes widened in awe as she
absorbed the sight. She had witnessed many a sunset from her home
in San Francisco, yet this was an entirely different spectacle.
Here, in the heart of Alaska, nature's grandeur was on full
display, a reminder of the raw and untamed beauty that existed
beyond city life.

Papa's voice broke the tranquil
silence, his words steeped in wonder. "Isn't it something, Ginny? A
sight like this reminds us of the vastness and splendor of our
world. It puts our worries into perspective."

Ginny nodded, her gaze still
captivated by the horizon. "It's breathtaking, Papa. I've never
seen anything quite like it."

As the last vestiges of daylight
succumbed to the embrace of night, the first stars emerged above,
each one a pinprick of light in the darkening sky. The ocean's hue
transformed into shades of indigo and navy, an expanse of mystery
that extended beyond the horizon.

Papa reclined in his chair, a
contented smile resting on his lips. "We're embarking on quite the
adventure, my dear. These mountains, this ocean, they'll be our
companions on this journey. And as challenging as it may be, I have
a feeling that we'll find treasures beyond gold."

Ginny's heart warmed at his words. She
knew their quest for gold would test their resolve in ways they
couldn't foresee, but as she surveyed the natural splendor around
her, she felt a growing sense of determination. The beauty of
Alaska served as a reminder that their pursuit held more than
material wealth. It was an opportunity to connect with a land of
secrets and revelations,

At the descent of utter darkness, Papa
asked, “Shall we go up to our rooms and warm a bit?”

Ginny nodded. “The lit fireplace will
feel even better than it did before.”

“Then warm yourself, my
dear, and I will call soon to take you to supper.”

Ginny anticipated a brief rest in her
cozy room. The thick pink bedspread beckoned to her as solace from
the biting cold. She would stretch out beneath it for just a bit
and warm herself.

With no intent to fall asleep, Ginny
was roused from a light slumber when a rap sounded on her door. As
her mind cleared she remembered she was not on the ship but in a
rugged hotel.

Hunger gnawed at her stomach. She
realized the knock was Papa's summons for supper.

As if on cue, Papa's hearty voice
called. "Ginny, my dear, are you ready? My stomach is demanding a
satisfying meal."

With a smile, Ginny swung the door
open, greeting her father. His enthusiastic demeanor reminded her
that once he committed to a course of action, his enthusiasm was
boundless.

 



Chapter Two

 


 


Their steps echoed softly on the
creaky wooden floors as she and Papa made their way to the dining
area of the hotel. The scent of hearty stew and freshly baked bread
wafted through the air, enticing her senses.

The room revealed a lively scene,
filled with a mix of prospectors, traders, and adventurers, all
seeking refuge from the chill outside. The low hum of
conversations, punctuated by bursts of loud laughter, created an
atmosphere that was both welcoming and lively.

Tables draped with checkered cloths
and mismatched dinnerware amused Ginny. She supposed this remote
location made it difficult to acquire a proper table setting. She
guessed this was not the only surprise she would encounter on this
trip.

Papa secured a table near
the fireplace, its warm glow casting a soft illumination on the
worn wooden furnishings. Ginny settled
into her chair, noting the absence of a cushion. It was a stark
contrast to the padded dining seats she was accustomed to sitting
on.

The scent of stewed meat and freshly
baked bread lingered in the air. A server took their order and
Ginny wondered if the hotel's fare would leave her longing for the
flavorful dishes she had been accustomed to in San Francisco. Would
her taste buds wither during their time in the
wilderness?

As the server brought them their
steaming bowls of stew, Ginny admired the spread before her, a
pleasant change from the dried provisions they had grown accustomed
to on their journey.

When supper was laid before them. she
examined the hearty stew laden with radishes and turnips and chunks
of meat that neither Ginny nor her father could identify. The
unfamiliarity of their food reminded Ginny again of what lay ahead.
Nonetheless, it was tasty and filling, which was all she could hope
for considering their location.

Between mouthfuls, Papa reminisced
about their journey and the sights they had witnessed so far. Then
he spoke with eager anticipation of the journey ahead and the
sights he hoped to see along the way. He wanted to witness the
vastness of the Alaskan wilderness, the towering mountains that he
had only heard tales of, and the glistening rivers that meandered
through the rugged terrain.

His words were filled with excitement
as he spoke of the places they had yet to explore. Ginny found
herself caught up in his enthusiasm as her imagination carried her
away to the places he described.

When they were served slices of pie
made from wild berries for dessert, she realized they wouldn’t have
to subsist only on canned rations and wild game. Papa had told her
that he’d heard berries were plentiful along the trail.

As their meal came to an end, Papa
leaned back in his chair with a contented sigh. "I must admit, my
dear, that even though this journey has been far from the comfort
of our city life, there's something invigorating about the wildness
of this land."

Ginny nodded in agreement. "Yes,
there's a certain freedom here, a connection to nature that we've
never experienced before, a secret waiting to be
discovered.”

Papa reached across the table to
gently squeeze her hand. "You've grown into a remarkable young
woman. Your courage and resilience amaze me."

A flush of warmth spread across
Ginny's cheeks from the compliment he’d paid her. "Thank you, Papa.
I never knew I had a sense of adventure until you allowed me to
come on this trip."

They lingered a few moments longer and
listened as miners swapped stories and travelers exchanged their
plans for their journey ahead, all sharing the dream of finding
gold.

With a final round of stories and
laughter, the room began to empty as tired bodies sought rest.
Ginny and Papa rose from their chairs, the crackling fire in the
fireplace casting flickering shadows on the walls. Their
anticipation of the days to come was palpable, a blend of
excitement and trepidation.

As they retired to their rooms for a
night's rest, Ginny gazed out of her window at the starlit sky. The
vast expanse of darkness was punctuated by the twinkling of stars,
each one a distant beacon of light. The realization struck her that
she was now a part of this wild landscape, a participant in the
unfolding story of Alaska's gold rush.

With a contented sigh, she climbed
into her comfortable bed, the flickering flames of the fireplace
lulling her into a peaceful sleep. The events of the day had woven
a tapestry of experiences, each thread contributing to the rich
fabric of her journey. Her thoughts drifted to her arrival and the
memory of an unexpected encounter. She was transported back to that
moment when she slipped on the steamer's gangplank and landed in
the arms of the mysterious young native. Would she see him again?
As she drifted into slumber, Ginny knew that the challenges and
wonders of the Alaskan wilderness were only just
beginning.

When she awoke, sunlight filtered
through the heavy curtains. The remnants of her dream clung to her
consciousness like tendrils of mist, soon dispelled by the clear
light of day. With a yawn and a stretch, she threw back the covers
and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.

Curiosity drew her to the window. As
she parted the curtains, she was greeted by a breathtaking sight.
Sunshine painted the Alaskan landscape in shades of pink and gold.
Snow-covered mountains stood tall and majestic against the morning
sky, their peaks kissed by rosy hues.

She stood a moment, captivated by the
serene beauty of this untamed wilderness so unlike the bustling
city streets of San Francisco.

After a few more moments, she pulled
herself away from the window and splashed her face with water from
the basin, relishing the crisp, invigorating sensation as it helped
wake her up and prepare for the day ahead.

She dressed quickly choosing a warm,
woolen dress suitable for the brisk Alaskan morning. She smoothed
down her attire, ensuring it was presentable.

Papa called from the hallway, “Are you
awake, Ginny?”

She opened the door and smiled at her
papa attired in gray woolen pants and a thick cotton shirt. It
would take her a while to accustom herself to this departure from
the smartly tailored suits he’d worn to work as long as she could
remember.

They walked down the wooden stairs
that creaked with each step. They crossed the lobby and continued
toward the scent of sausage and yeasty bread. Stepping into the
bustling dining room on a Sunday morning, Ginny and her father
found themselves amid a sea of rugged men clad in workmen's
attire.

The scarcity of women in their midst
was apparent, raising questions about the ambitions that had driven
them to this unforgiving land far from family. A shiver of
admiration coursed through Ginny as she contemplated the resilience
required to endure such hardships. They were a stark contrast to
the world she knew in San Francisco.

James, her fiancé, momentarily invaded
her thoughts. She stifled a giggle at the thought of him here in
this rustic frontier. The image of him, a refined gentleman of
precise routine and impeccable taste seemed almost comically out of
place against the backdrop of Valdez. Their life together, she
mused, was set to be a seamless continuation of her current social
ranking, anchored in tradition and societal
expectations.

Beneath the surface, a disquieting
pang of unease gnawed at her. Was there a part of her that yearned
for something more? An existence not governed by predictability and
privilege, but one that embraced the untamed spirit that had always
simmered within her? As her father’s concerned voice broke through
her reverie, Ginny cast aside her musings, attempting to reassure
him.

“I’m fine. I was noticing
how different this is from where we’ve come.”

“Indeed, it is! It’s raw
and exciting country,” he said.

The conversation shifted, as they
reminisced about what they would be doing at home. Ginny mentioned
her gardening. She had a deep connection to the earth. Her enduring
endeavor to coax life from soil was a hobby she intended to
preserve. Though it was a point of contention between her and
James, she was unwilling to relinquish it.

When Papa brought the conversation
back to the grand adventure ahead, it reminded her of the impending
meeting with their guide. The safety of their trip depended upon
his expertise.

With the meeting scheduled for one
o'clock that afternoon, the hours until then seemed to stretch
ahead, ripe for exploration.

When they finished breakfast, Ginny
and Robert agreed to seize the opportunity, venturing out to survey
the town's sights. Their steps led them down McKinney Street, each
shop unveiling a glimpse of Valdez's character. The names of the
stores were etched in wood and told tales about the needs of the
community. The Gold Dust Exchange, Valdez Cold Storage Company, and
Pioneer Barber Shop shared space along the road.

Amidst the rustic charm, the Cameron
Skirt and Suit Company beckoned. Its entrance invited Ginny to step
inside. Though tempted, she resisted the urge. Her practical nature
had spurred her to purchase warm clothes before leaving San
Francisco. She already had all she would need for the journey
ahead.

She thought of James and his
disapproval of her accompanying her father. Though she’d chosen to
leave that world for Papa’s quest for gold, she would miss the many
comforts. Still, the adventure of a lifetime lured her toward the
unknown.

Continuing their walk, their
exploration took them past the Hotel Seattle. They exchanged a
glance of mutual agreement to seek refuge from the day's relentless
swarm of mosquitoes. The establishment offered baths which she
supposed was a luxury in this wild land. This prompted both
amusement and consideration as Ginny's thoughts turned to the
challenges that awaited in a land where such luxuries were scarce.
An inward vow to seek a suitable solution swirled within her
thoughts. She would manage some degree of cleanliness amid the
rugged outdoor surroundings.

After leaving the hotel, they passed
the town’s nearby restaurant. Robert said, “Let’s go back to our
motel for lunch so that we can meet our guide afterwards. Would you
like to come back here to the restaurant for supper?”

“I would,” Ginny
agreed.

As they retraced their steps, she
wondered about the variety of fares on offer, pondering the
prospect of meals that might offer a departure from last night’s
fare.

The Gold Exchange lay ahead, a place
where dreams of striking gold danced in her already prosperous
father's eyes. A sense of adventure and possibility swelled within
Robert, and Ginny couldn't help but share in his excitement, her
heart warmed by his childlike enthusiasm.

When their stroll concluded, they
retreated to the hotel. Ginny pulled the chair to her window, a
vantage point from which she could drink in the town's essence and
admire the breathtaking view of Sugarloaf Mountain. The notion of
the natives' enduring appreciation for such raw beauty whispered
through her thoughts, a fleeting contemplation of their lives
against this backdrop of untamed splendor.

As her gaze shifted to the top of the
peak, Ginny conjured an image of an alien landscape painted white
by the enduring snow. The impending journey over the mountain pass
loomed large in her mind, a prospect that both intrigued and
daunted her. Her lack of experience with harsh weather and cold
temperatures colored her apprehension, serving as a reminder that
this was unlike anything she had ever encountered
before.

Ginny's mother, a product of the urban
East Coast, had glimpsed the magic of winter snow. Her eyes had lit
with happiness when she’d told Ginny about sleigh rides and skating
and sipping hot cocoa after caroling each Christmas. Ginny had been
born in the mild climate of San Francisco. Her wardrobe had been
unacquainted with the trappings of frigid conditions.

As she changed her clothes before she
and her father met the guide, she pondered the freedom of wearing
flannel shirts and trousers when she hiked the trail. A sense of
anticipation tingled within her, a thrill at the prospect of
shedding the confines of petticoats, skirts, and a bustle, for a
brief interlude of liberating attire.

The rugged frontier beckoned, and as
Ginny's reflection in the mirror met her determined gaze, she knew
that the challenges and revelations of this journey would shape her
in ways she couldn't yet fathom.
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