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PART ONE

Klondike or Bust








ONE




When the story broke on the streets of New York, it took off like a wildfire on a windy day.

“Gold!” Jason shouted at the top of his lungs. “Read all about it! Gold discovered in Alaska!”

The sturdy fifteen-year-old newsboy waving the paper in front of Grand Central Depot had arrived in New York only five days before, after nearly a year spent working his way across the continent.

“Gold ship arrives in Seattle!” Jason yelled. “EXTRA! EXTRA! Read all about it! Prospectors from Alaska. Two tons of gold!”

The headline, GOLD IN ALASKA, spanned the width of the entire page, the letters were so enormous.

People were running toward him like iron filings to a magnet. He was selling the New York Herald hand over fist. His sack was emptying so fast, it was going to be only a matter of minutes before he was sold out.


“Prospectors from Alaska arrive in Seattle! Two tons of gold!”

Jason wanted to shout, Seattle is where I’m from! but instead he repeated the cry “Gold ship arrives in Seattle,” all the while burning with curiosity. Beyond the fact that the ship had arrived this very day—this momentous seventeenth of July, 1897—he knew nothing except what was in the headlines. He hadn’t even had a chance to read the story yet.

It was unbelievable, all this pushing and shoving. A woman was giving a man a purse-beating over his head for knocking her aside. “Skip the change!” a man in a dark suit cried amid the crush, pressing a silver dollar into Jason’s hand for the five-cent newspaper. “Just give me the paper!”

When there was only one left, Jason took off running with it like a dog with a prize bone. In the nearest alley, he threw himself down and began to devour the story.


At six o’clock this morning a steamship sailed into Seattle harbor from Alaska with two tons of gold aboard. Five thousand people streamed from the streets of Seattle onto Schwabacher’s Dock to meet the gold ship, the Portland.



Five thousand people at Schwabacher’s Dock! He knew Schwabacher’s like the back of his hand. Mrs. Beal’s rooming house was only six blocks away! Were his brothers, Abraham and Ethan, among the five thousand? Maybe, but probably not. At that hour they would have been on their way to work at the sawmill. Would they have risked being fired for arriving late? He didn’t think so. His older brothers were such cautious sorts. Hurriedly, Jason read on:



“Show us your gold!” shouted the crowd as the steamer nosed into the dock.

The prospectors thronging the bow obliged by holding up their riches in canvas and buckskin sacks, in jars, in a five-gallon milk can, all manner of satchels and suitcases. One of the sixty-eight, Frank Phiscator, yelled, “We’ve got millions!”



Jason closed his eyes. He could picture this just as surely as if he were there. He’d only been gone for ten months. Suddenly he could even smell the salt water and hear the screaming of the gulls above the crowd. Imagine, he told himself, millions in gold. His eyes raced back to the newsprint:


Another of the grizzled prospectors bellowed, “The Klondike is the richest goldfield in the world!”

“Hurrah for the Klondike!” the crowd cheered. “Ho for the Klondike!”



Klondike. Jason paused to savor the word. “Klondike,” he said aloud. The name had a magical ring to it, a spellbinding power. The word itself was heavy and solid and dazzling, like a bar of shiny gold.


One of the newly rich disembarking the ship was a young man from Michigan who’d left a small farm two years before with almost nothing to his name. As he wrestled a suitcase weighing over two hundred pounds down the gangplank, the handle broke, to a roar from the crowd.




It almost hurt reading this, it was so stupendous. Two hundred pounds of gold!

That man had left home with almost nothing to his name, Jason thought, just like I did. That could have been me if only I’d heard about Alaska ten months ago, when I first took off…. It could have been Jason Hawthorn dragging a fortune in gold off that ship.

Jason could imagine himself disembarking, spotting his brothers in the crowd, seeing the astonishment in their eyes…their sandy-haired little brother returning home, a conquering hero!

“Dreams of grandeur,” he whispered self-mockingly, and found the spot where he’d left off:


A nation unrecovered from the panic of ’93 and four years of depression now casts its hopeful eyes upon Alaska. Today’s events, in a lightning stroke, point north from Seattle toward that vast and ultimate frontier whose riches have only begun to be plumbed. It may well be that a gold rush to dwarf the great California rush of ’49 may already be under way as these lines are penned, as untold numbers of argonauts, like modern Jasons, make ready to pursue their Golden Fleeces. Klondike or Bust!



The rush is only beginning, he realized. It could still be me.

A grin was spreading across his face. A modern Jason he already was, and in fact his father had named him after the treasure-seeking hero from Greek mythology.

In a split second all his plans were turning about like a racing sloop. His sails were filling with a wind blowing from an entirely different direction.

Then he hesitated, remembering the vow he’d made to himself to live on his own hook for a year before returning home. But ten months was nearly a year, he reasoned, and he knew from his brothers’ letters and telegrams that they were already impressed by his stamina and resourcefulness, as well as by the marvelous mountains and prairies and cities that he had seen.

Just think how it would strike Abraham and Ethan if he returned from the road only long enough to pack up and light out for the Klondike!

“It’s the roving bee,” his father always used to say, “that gathers the honey.”

Jason broke into a wide smile remembering his father, who had dreamed of breaking the bonds of “wage slavery” and becoming his own boss. His father had never realized the dream himself, but he had passed the vision on to his sons. Though they’d deny it, Jason thought, his older brothers had already given up, resigned themselves to a lifetime of wage labor. Jason himself had vowed he never would.

He couldn’t afford to spend another minute as a mouthpiece of history while others were rushing to make history. Time was of the essence. With a fortune in gold, he could fulfill his father’s dream in one bold stroke.

He collected his packsack from the rooming house where he’d been staying and set out for Seattle. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t afford a ticket—he’d hobo his way back. This gold rush had his name written all over it. He’d head home to Seattle, then somehow…north to Alaska!








TWO




Who could have imagined, who could have hoped there’d be another gold rush? Unthinkable, that there was an overlooked last frontier where a fortune could be made overnight simply by pounding a claim stake in the ground.

Yet suddenly, like a comet, it was upon them, and tens of thousands found themselves ripe for adventure. The Wild West was going to have one great last act after all.

The entire continent, in a matter of hours, came down with Klondike fever, or “Klondicitis,” as it was soon dubbed. Within a day, people were heading west from small towns and big cities all across the United States and Canada. Most were coming by railroad; some were even setting out on bicycles.

At first there was a great deal of confusion about the exact location of the Klondike goldfields. A newspaper in Memphis, Tennessee, reported that the Klondike was not far north of Chicago. But the telegraph wires were soon humming the true destination: Dawson City, a boomtown of three thousand souls that lay fourteen hundred miles up the Yukon, the great river of the North. The name Klondike came from the small, clear-running Klondike River, which joined the Yukon at Dawson City. To the surprise of millions, the goldfields were not in Alaska at all, but in Canada.

Everywhere, families were deciding who would be the ones to go—mostly their young men—and were making it possible by pooling their resources. Great-aunts and great-uncles who’d hoarded gold pieces under the floorboards during the hard years were suddenly offering their life savings without hesitation. Why not, when the gold in the creekbeds was “thick as cheese in a sandwich,” as described by the Klondike’s celebrated American discoverer, George Washington Carmack? Some people were even grubstaking strangers who’d placed ads in the classifieds.

Only two days after the arrival of the much-heralded gold ship, the first steamer left Seattle filled with stampeders headed for Skagway, Alaska, a settlement of only two buildings at the edge of an immense wilderness few could imagine. Once in Skagway, the Klondikers would begin carrying all their supplies over the mountains to the goldfields. The little steamer, named the Alki, set sail from Seattle crammed with 900 sheep, 65 cattle, 30 horses, 350 tons of supplies, and 110 passengers, the first droplets of the human tidal wave that was to come.

 

Jason Hawthorn was desperate to get in on it. After four days of riding the rails he’d reached Minot, North Dakota, where he found himself in extremely cramped quarters. Jason was sharing a boxcar with hundreds of bags of flour headed for the Klondike trade in Seattle and two men who looked like blown-in-the-glass hobos. The younger man, who sported a Buffalo Bill goatee, was swilling whiskey from the bottle and reciting, endlessly, the popular jingle about a purple cow. The old one, a grizzled fellow who was on his way to the Klondike but looked as if he’d just come back, was hacking at his overgrown beard with a long, sharp knife and tossing the severed clumps of gray out the open door of the boxcar.

Jason had a Minnesota newspaper to read, which took his mind off the drunk and the purple cow and his own growling stomach. He hadn’t eaten since St. Paul.

The paper was full of news from Seattle, beehive central for the staging of the rush. Seattle’s mayor, Jason read, had been in San Francisco when the gold ship had arrived with its millionaire prospectors. The mayor immediately wired home his resignation and started buying and chartering steamships and selling tickets to the north. In only a few days, twelve of Seattle’s policemen had resigned. Clerks were walking off their jobs; barbers were dropping their straight razors, leaving men half-shaved. Doctors deserted their patients; the streetcars hadn’t run since the gold ship had docked. Seattle’s newspaper, the Post-Intelligencer, had declared, “Prosperity is here! So far as Seattle is concerned, the depression is at an end.”

In California, mines were shutting down because their workers were rushing off to the Klondike to make their own fortunes. Fruit pickers were walking away from their ladders.

The young whiskey-swiller next to Jason, in an inebriated fit of inspiration, started to sing the cow jingle while waving his arms like a conductor:


“I never saw a purple cow,

I never HOPE to see one;

But I can tell you, anyhow,

I’d rather see than BE one.”



With this, the fellow suddenly threw up on Jason’s leg.

Jason cursed softly, cleaned his trousers as best he could with his bandanna, then tossed the bandanna out the side door. He accepted the effusive apologies of the drunk but moved closer to the old man and fresh air, though it crowded both of them.

“I believe we just met the purple cow himself,” the old man said wryly. “And I agree, I’d rather see than be one.”

“Excuse me, but I overheard you telling this fellow that you’re bound for the Klondike?”

“Wouldn’t miss the last dance for the world,” the old-timer said with a smile punctuated by missing teeth. “I’da been about your age when I first left home in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina. Tramped all the way to California.”

“You were there in ’49?”

“Nearly fifty years ago…and a few rushes in between…in Colorado, the Black Hills of South Dakota, the Cariboo of British Columbia…yessir. I have seen the elephant.”

“Seen the elephant? I…I don’t understand.”

“Never heard that expression before, have you? It was what everybody was saying—every man, woman, and child—on their way to the California rush back in ’49. Yessir, we was all ‘going to see the elephant.’”

“But what does it mean?”

The old-timer grinned, eager to spin his tale. “It’s from an old story…. There was this farmer, you see, who had heard about elephants but never seen one. All his life he’d hoped to get the chance. Well, finally one summer he heard that a circus, complete with an elephant, was visitin’ a nearby town. That farmer heaped his wagon high with milk and eggs and vegetables of every kind to sell at the market there, and headed off with high hopes.

“On the way, he met the circus parade, led by none other than the elephant. The farmer was delighted, but his horses were terrified. They started to buck, and wildly. The wagon pitched over and all his valuable produce hit the ground—a complete loss. When the man got back home, he told his wife and friends what had happened. They tried to comfort him about losing his produce, but, to their surprise, the man cried out, ‘Oh, no! Don’t be sorry! I don’t give a hang—for I have seen the elephant!’”

The old-timer’s weather-beaten face was creased with laughter as he finished his story. Jason wasn’t sure he knew what to make of this tale, so instead of saying so, he announced proudly, “I’m heading for the Klondike, same as you.”

“Well, then, you’re going to see the elephant.”








THREE




The old-timer would have regaled him with another story, but advice on practical matters was what Jason really wanted. “I’ve been scouring the newspapers trying to figure how much it’ll cost to outfit myself for the Klondike once I get home to Seattle. Do you have any idea?”

The old man combed his newly shorn beard with his fingers. “Five hundred dollars. I’m hearing, will buy you everything—a thousand pounds of food, all your clothing, a sled, a gold pan, and a pick and a shovel. It’ll even get you a ‘Klondike stove,’ as they’re callin’ them little cookstoves, and saws and nails and oakum for boatbuilding once you reach the headwaters of the Yukon.”

Jason’s heart almost burst with anticipation. “Five hundred is exactly what my father left me—my brothers never let me touch it when I quit the cannery last September.”

“Took off cross-country, did you?”

“That’s right. My brothers were sure I’d be back in two weeks, with my tail between my legs.”

“But here you are,” the old man said with a gravelly chuckle. “You and me, we’re cut from the same cloth. Nope, you shouldn’t miss the Klondike. So your father’s deceased, is he?”

“He died four years ago, when I was eleven, from scarlet fever. Right after he passed away I started working in the cannery. My mother died before I could even remember her. So it’s just me and my brothers now, but they’re much older than I am. They work at a sawmill in Seattle, but the owner of the mill won’t hire you until you’re sixteen, so I could never work there. Too dangerous, he said. As if it was safe at the cannery! Once, a kid standing next to me lost two fingers.”

“What kind of hours you work?”

“Ten hours a day, six days a week. It was the best-paying job I could find, so I never quit. I helped pay the bills for three years, and I’m proud of that.”

“Here’s to the exploiters of labor,” the old-timer declared with heavy sarcasm, hawking up a mighty wad of phlegm and spitting contemptuously out the boxcar door. “How much did the captains of industry pay you?”

“Ten cents an hour. I got to where I despised the work so much—the stink of fish too—every minute felt like an hour.”

“Don’t blame you a bit.”

“I’m never going back to the cannery or any kind of factory. I’m going to be on my own, work for myself. That’s why I have to strike it rich.”


“Maybe you will, kid, maybe you will.”

“A Klondiker needs to take a thousand pounds of food, you said? Can that be right?”

“It’s an empty country up there. Got to take everything with you, sounds like. The entire outfit should weigh nearly a ton, they’re saying.”

“How is anyone going to carry a ton of supplies over the mountains? I read that the portage is thirty or forty miles.”

“A little bit at a time, they say, or you hire packers if you have the money—Indian packers or horse packers. Or you bring your own horses.”

Jason’s mind was spinning with calculations, and now he started talking it through to the old-timer. “My brothers each inherited the same as I did, $500. If they’d just stake me an additional $250 each, I’d have $1,000. That should be enough, don’t you think?”

“I imagine it would be.”

“I would promise to cut them in for a third each of my fortune. Each would be risking $250 against the probability of hundreds of thousands in profits.”

“I hope they see it your way.”

“So do I. Our father hated gambling as much as he did drinking, but this would be an investment. I just have to convince my brothers to see it that way. They’re like bumblebees in tar, sometimes. They get so stuck in what they’re doing. If they don’t agree, I’ll just have to figure out how to get there on my own.”

The old-timer suddenly nodded off to sleep, and in a few seconds, he was snoring. Though exhausted, Jason couldn’t sleep. As he watched the prairies roll by, his dreams and his worries simmered together in a mulligan stew.


One way or another, he would get there.

Jason lost track of the old-timer in the train yards of Helena, Montana. More and more men were converging on the trains headed west, and it was a mad scramble to find a place to hide.

As the train topped the Cascades and mighty glacier-capped Mount Rainier appeared on the horizon, Jason’s imagination came to a full boil. He rode belly-down atop the mail car, with the forests and rivers flying by, cinders burning holes in his clothes. “Klondike or bust!” he was hollering. “Ho for the Klondike! Watch my smoke!”

 

It had taken him eight days to cross the continent. Late in the evening of July 25, the train pulled into the Seattle yards.

Seattle had been transformed. Despite the late hour, the streets were clogged with thousands of men, women among them, and sometimes children, too. Their supplies were stacked ten feet high along the sidewalks. Outside of every restaurant, there were long lines in the street. Steerers moved among the crowd, enticing people toward the stores, and every store window screamed the magic word Klondike: Klondike soup, Klondike boots, Klondike stoves, Klondike glasses, Klondike blankets, Klondike picks and shovels.

Confusion and excitement reigned.

Klondicitis!

With a high heart, Jason made his way to Mrs. Beal’s rooming house. He was home from the road and his brothers would be home from the sawmill. In a matter of minutes he’d be meeting up with them. He was taller by several inches than when they’d seen him last, broader across the shoulders, his voice was deeper. He would remember not to make big of himself, especially around Abraham, his oldest brother, who was always so serious and slow to give approval, slow to say much on any subject.

Abraham…tall and rawboned, like the legendary martyred president he was named for. Clean-shaven, though, except for a mustache. Jason remembered Abe’s slight limp, and the story of how he came by it before Jason was even born. “Streetcar winged him,” their father liked to say, but Jason could never really picture it. The accident might explain Abraham’s cautious approach to everything.

And then there was Ethan, who was said to favor their mother’s side of the family. Dark-haired, the only curly-head in the family, with a full beard since he was sixteen. Ethan’s impish green eyes came to mind, his hearty laugh. Ethan, always the teaser. You never knew if he was serious or kidding until he gave you the wink and the nod. Though he was as strong as a prizefighter, Ethan always deferred to Abraham in matters of judgment.

It was Jason who’d been born with the ferocious independent streak. “I can do it on my own!” had been his battle cry since anyone could remember. His brothers wouldn’t be surprised when he told them he’d decided to be a Klondiker. They would realize he was perfectly suited to go north, and they’d back him all the way.

Jason knew he could find a way to make it happen. “Don’t let anything stump you,” their father had always said. “You can do whatever you set your mind to.”


He couldn’t dwell too long on his father, or he’d be teary-eyed the next second. His recollection of his father’s face after four years was blurry at best, and that scared him. All he had in the world now were his two brothers, and he’d already run off on them once to prove he could make it his own way.

As he neared the boardinghouse, he was remembering a conversation they’d had nearly a year ago.

“Why didn’t you tell us how bad it was at the cannery?” Abraham had asked soberly when Jason announced he was leaving home.

“Because he’s stubborn as a halibut,” Ethan had answered. “You know he never complains.”

“We can find you another job,” Abraham insisted. “Or you don’t even have to have a job. You like to read so much…maybe we could afford for you to go to school. Surely you don’t intend to drift wherever the wind takes you.”

But Jason had held his ground. “The wind blows from west to east,” he’d told them, “and I intend to visit Gettysburg and lay my eyes on the Atlantic Ocean.”

Well, he’d done both of those, and learned something of half a dozen trades along the way. It hadn’t been easy. So many times, lonesome and hungry and broke, he’d thought of turning heel, but he hadn’t. And now he was returning home, no worse for wear, even though he had only two dollars in his pocket. He hoped his brothers would be proud of him.

Jason remembered with regret the harsh things he’d said when they tried to dissuade him from leaving. “You just have no imagination,” he’d told them, his words rushing out as if from behind a broken dam. When he saw the hurt on their faces, he’d wanted to call the words back, but it was too late. Many times during these long days and months he’d been away, Jason had vowed he would show them, when he next got the chance, how much they really meant to him. They were everything to him, these big brothers. Now he would tell them in person.

Jason’s heart was in his throat as he burst through the front door and straight into the common room.

They weren’t there. The room was crowded with men, but his brothers weren’t among them. The landlady, Mrs. Beal, was at her desk.

“Jason!” she cried. “You’re back!”

“Are they in their rooms?” he asked breathlessly. “My brothers?”

“Lord no, Jason! They’ve gone to Alaska!”

He went dizzy, as if he’d been blindsided with a left hook. “My brothers? What? When did they leave?”

“The day before yesterday! So much has been happening around here so fast, it’s impossible to keep up with!”

“I can’t believe it. My brothers? My brothers went to Alaska?”

“Oh, everybody’s got Klondike fever. They came down with a severe case, Jason. Made up their minds as they were watching the prospectors disembark from the Portland with all that gold, I’d guess.”

“They saw all that? They were there?”

“Even I was there. It was the most exciting thing I ever hope to see. It’s a wonder the entire population of Seattle didn’t drop dead from excitement. Here, Jason, they’ve left you something.”

Mrs. Beal reached into a drawer and brought out a letter.


Jason didn’t know what to think. He was numb all over as he began to read.


Seattle, Washington

July 22, 1897

Dear Jason,

I write on the eve of a momentous adventure. Ethan and I are in the midst of frenzied preparations for our departure to the Klondike. We are in possession of two tickets for the steamer Falcon, sailing tomorrow evening for Skagway. Ethan and I find ourselves in the enviable position of leaving in the first week of the rush. We intend to race to Dawson City and stake our claims at the head of the pack. We will be among the first to claim the prize!

Unfortunately, we are unable to inform you of our plans and to secure your approval, as we do not know your whereabouts.



Secure my approval? Jason wondered. This didn’t sound like Abe. Why would his twenty-three-year-old brother be seeking his approval?


The last we knew, you were on your way to New York. Lacking an address, we were unable to contact you by telegram. Therefore I am reduced to writing this letter and leaving it in the care of Mrs. Beal. If your vow of last September holds up—to return no sooner than a year—you will be home early in the fall and will be reading this letter then.


Know that your brothers agonized over the difficult decision I am about to reveal. We discovered that rushing to the Klondike goldfields is a costly endeavor. A complete outfit costs $500 per man, steamer tickets $100 additional per man. Packing services, according to a prospector we were able to interview, will cost an additional $300 per man, making a total of $900.

Unfortunately, our funds fall short. We need $1800. We have only $1300, which includes our inheritances from Father and what we have been able to put by since his passing.



Oh no, Jason thought. They couldn’t have. They wouldn’t. Surely they didn’t.


The hour grows late and we have so much to do to be ready. Jason, we have presumed upon your good nature and have withdrawn the $500 Father left you. Without the addition of your funds, we would be reduced to packing our outfits—3,500 pounds when combined—on our own backs over the mountains.

Know that we consider you a full partner in this Enterprise of the Brothers Hawthorn, though you will be with us in spirit only. A full third of the riches we expect to reap will be yours.

Wish us luck! We intend to save all three of us from the life of the “wage slave,” as Father described his and our stations in life. We believe that he and you—especially you with your boundless initiative—would wholeheartedly support our endeavors. Write care of the postmaster in Dawson City, Northwest Territories, Canada. We remain, as ever,



Fraternally yours,
  Abraham Hawthorn



Jason folded the letter. He bit his lip. All the wind had gone out of his sails. What in the world was he going to do now?








FOUR




At the verge of departure, the Yakima gave three booming blasts. Thousands on the dock sent up a resounding cheer, and five hundred Klondikers crowding the rails waved and shouted their brave good-byes.

Jason Hawthorn was aboard the steamer, but he was in no position to wave farewell. He was in hiding inside a canoe down in-the ship’s cargo hold, where he’d managed to slip under a haphazardly lashed oilskin tarp and wedge himself amid a hodgepodge of gear. His right arm had gone painfully to sleep and his face was mashed against one of the metal buckles on his own canvas packsack.

Under the tarp, Jason couldn’t see a thing, but he heard the mighty blasts of the ship’s whistle and the muffled roar from the throng on the dock. Seconds later the ship lurched into motion, and the tumultuous send-off outside was eclipsed by the din from the close-by steam engines and the terror of horses.

For hours he’d winced at their nervous nickers, their snorts and their kicks as they were being loaded. But this, as the engines came to full power, was unbearable. The horses were nearby in the hold, and it sounded as if they were being butchered alive. He thought that surely someone would do something to calm them: crew from the ship, their owners, anyone.

The plight of the horses stirred the sense of dread he’d been feeling during these long hours in the dark into a near panic of his own. His heart felt as if it had broken loose in his chest. He wasn’t getting enough breath.

What had he been thinking? He was sailing for Alaska without a ticket, with only the ten dollars Mrs. Beal had given him, a packsack full of clothes and hard bread and cheese, his bedroll, and a book.

He’d bought the book for a dime from a pushcart peddler in New York, and finished it as the train clacked across Montana. It was called The Seven Seas and it was written by Rudyard Kipling. He was glad he still had it with him; he wanted to read it a second time. That book was full of adventure—and an adventure was unquestionably what he was having right now. He might be in a bad spot at the moment, but he had to keep his courage up.

Remember, he told himself. You’re on your way to Alaska, and you’re only three days behind your brothers. You can catch them—you’re going lighter than they are. And you can get by for a while on ten dollars. That’s all you left home with last September.

It was time to escape the canoe. If he didn’t move, he’d be so cramped up, he’d never move again.


With all the noise from the engine room and the horses, Jason couldn’t tell if there was anyone around. He wriggled out far enough to
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