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and electricity service. Any luxury item that could be dreamt of
on the outside could be had in Dawson City, provided one’s
coffers ran deep enough.® Town lots could then fetch a price of
up to forty-thousand dollars, while renting a single room on the
outskirts of the settlement cost four hundred dollars a month, a
fee far beyond the means of individual miners and laborers who
earned a wage of one-dollar an hour, which was, nevertheless, a
very comfortable salary by any other standard.10

A second wave of stampeeders began flowing into the
Klondike in the spring of 1899, with population estimates
reaching 4 445 in Dawson City proper that year.!! In 1900,
Dawson’s population reached 5 404 individuals, and as
increasing numbers of families joined husbands and fathers in
the Klondike, Dawson City’s population swelled to 6 695 men,
women and children in 1901, climaxing at approximately 7 000
individuals at the height of its boom period in 1902.12 Up until
that time Dawson City had developed at an unbridled boomtown
pace, however the population sharply declined as new
discoveries of gold were made in Alaskan territory and
increasingly more machinery was brought in to the Yukon to
replace the work of individual miners and their partners.13

Dredges became the primary means of extracting gold from the

9 Sessional Papers of the Dominion of Canada, 1999 #15, 73; Pierre Berton,
Klondike Fever; Hal Guest, City of Gold.

10 Pierre Berton, Klondike Fever.

11 Sessional Papers of the Dominion of Canada, 1900 #15, 54.

12 Sessional Papers of the Dominion of Canada, 1901 #15, 44; Sessional Papers
of the Dominion of Canada, 1903 #15, 27; Charlene Porsild, Gamblers and
Dreamers, 64.

13 Hal Guest, City of Gold.
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creeks after 1904, ending the era of Klondike placer mining.14

Background and Methodology

While the topic of health in historic frontier populations
has lasting relevance to modern single industry and rural
resource communities, the body of literature pertaining
specifically to this subject remains scant.!> When the topic is
focused upon health in Northern mining communities, what little
literature does exist is almost entirely limited to studies
pertaining to boomtowns on Alaskan soil, while research
pertaining to Canadian frontier communities has concentrated
almost exclusively upon the health consequences of contact for
Native populations.’¢ This is certainly an important area of
inquiry and the implication is that historical research pertaining
to the ‘last great gold rush’ has provided a rich repository of data

pertaining to the course of events and individual experiences of

14 Jpid.

15 For noteworthy contributions to this small body of literature, see: David
Courtwright, “Disease, Death and Disorder on the American Frontier”, The
Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences, volume 46, No. 4, 1991,

p. 457-492; David Dary, Frontier Medicine: From the Atlantic to the Pacific 1492 &

1941 (New York: Vintage Books, 2009); Peter Harstad, “Sickness and Disease on
the Wisconsin Frontier: Smallpox and Other Diseases,” Wisconsin Magazine of
History, volume 43, No. 4, 1960, p. 253-263; Anton Sohn, A Saw, Pocket
Instruments, and Two Ounces of Whiskey: Frontier Military Medicine in the Great
Basin (Spokane: Arthur H. Clarke, 1998).

16 See, for example: Robert Fortuine, Chills and Fever: Health and Disease in the
Early History of Alaska, (Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 1992); John
Marchand, “Tribal Epidemics in the Yukon” Journal of the American Medical
Association, volume 123, No. 16, p. 1019-1920; Bruce Willis, The Environmental
Effects of the Yukon Gold Rush 1896 @&906: Alterations of Land, Destruction of
Wildlife, and Disease (Unpublished Master’s Thesis, University of Western
Ontario, London, 1997); Robert Wolfe, “Alaska’s Great Sickness, 1900: An
Epidemic of Measles and Influenza in a Virgin Soil Population,” Proceedings of
the American Philosophical Society, volume 126, No. 2, p. 91-121.
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morbidity and mortality. The first drew data from the Death
Register for the Yukon Territory, while the second was
constructed from the Patient Register for Saint Mary’s Hospital,
which operated in Dawson City during the period of study.
Qualitative materials were also consulted in the form of historic
archival documents and newspapers for the initial purpose of
contextualizing statistical analyses within the cultural and
historical milieu of the community. My book offers a fuller
discussion of the research methodology and findings of the initial
study.20

Of relevance here, however, is that the aforementioned
qualitative materials included first-hand accounts of the gold
rushers in the form of diaries, personal letters and published
manuscripts, in addition to all available copies of the !"#$%&
I"() *+#3$ as well as the correspondence of local police, health
and government officials. In reviewing these documents,
incongruences became apparent early on in the research
process, in that despite numerous references made in these
qualitative sources pertaining not only to the presence, but also
to the high prevalence of both scurvy and smallpox in the
Klondike, neither of these ailments were accordingly
represented in the primary (quantitative) data sources. Thus the
impact of these ailments upon on the health and wellbeing of the
gold rush community would have remained undetected had
statistical analyses of the Death and Patient Registers been relied

upon as the sole primary sources of data for this study.

20 Megan Highet, ,-$.'&/ 0%0.+ 12"3+41+"0. "&5 !'$+"$+ 1-2'&/ 0.+ 6(%&5'7+
1%(5-$.8 9:;: -9;<= (Germany: VDM Verlag, 2009).
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Scurvy is a nutritional disease that arises due to vitamin
C deficiency. Typically, a poor and unvaried diet lacking fresh
fruit and vegetables that are naturally rich in this essential
nutrient are responsible for the disease. It can also arise due to
poor cooking practices which destroy the nutritive value of foods
that would otherwise satisfy this dietary requirement.2!
Historically, scurvy has tended to occur in contexts where access
to adequate foodstuffs is restricted (such as among sailors at sea
for extended periods), yet other socioeconomic factors have been
noted for their role in contributing to outbreaks of the disease
most notably for the present purpose, among ill-provisioned gold
rushers.22

The symptomatology of scurvy progresses slowly as
bodily stores are incrementally depleted, with lethargy often
being the only indication of the disorder in its early stages. Thus,
scurvy may masquerade as overwork, mild sickness or malaise,
and easily go undiagnosed for extended periods.23 Scurvy
remains relatively latent for approximately nineteen weeks into
an insufficient diet, at which point the first physiological signs
begin to manifest as the skin roughens in both texture and
appearance.?* After approximately twenty-three weeks, minor

wounds no longer heal, however it is not until around the thirty-

21 Roger French. ‘Scurvy’, in Kenneth Kipple (ed), The Cambridge World History
of Human Disease (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 1000-
1005.

22 Roger French, "#$%&John Baur, “The Health Factor in the Gold Rush Era,”
The Pacific Historical Review, volume 18, No. 1, 1949, p. 97-108.

23 Roger French, "#$%&'

24 ()*+.
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week mark that the telltale sign of scurvy - soft, swollen gums
that take on a purple discoloration - becomes apparent.2s Yet
even at this late stage of the disease full-recovery is easily
affected through the administration of large doses of Vitamin C.26
If the disease is permitted to progress unchecked however, the
eventual outcome is inevitably fatal, following a prolonged
period of excruciating and progressive deterioration.

Given the nature of the data available regarding the
experience of scurvy during the gold rush, it is not possible to
determine the precise prevalence of the disorder among the
Klondikers. However, qualitative data does strongly suggest that
the incidence was both high and widespread. Support for this
comes from the plethora of first-hand accounts of scurvy as
witnessed and experienced by the gold rushers. Vivid
descriptions of both the symptoms and suffering are preserved
in the letters and diaries of numerous stampeeders, as well as in
the accounts of physicians and nurses stationed in Dawson. An
extremely high prevalence is further hinted at by articles
published in the Dawson Daily News, while reports of the North
West Mounted Police cite over 100 cases as having been known
to the Police Surgeon during December of 1898 alone.2?

Although local officials made abundance of reference to
scurvy having been rampant in the Klondike, particularly during
the early years of the rush, there were, nevertheless, only ten
such deaths reported in the Death Register for the Yukon

Territory, while only four admissions were made to Saint Mary’s

25 Jbid.

26 Jbid.

27 Yukon Archives, The Dawson Daily News, 1896-1904; Sessional Papers of the
Dominion of Canada, #15, 1899.
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Hospital for this ailment throughout the period of study. The
discrepancy between the qualitative and quantitative evidence
might be explained by the fact that scurvy was easily treated—
even in the rustic gold fields—in all but the most advances stages
through simple dietary supplementation with the individual
having a very good chance of making a full recovery.28 Further,
the Patient Register for Saint Mary’s Hospital dates back only as
far as 1900, whereas scurvy reached its peak prevalence during
the early years of the gold rush, with greatest incidence
occurring prior to the turn of the century when food prices
stabilized and fresh groceries became more widely available.2%
Finally, the fact that home remedies were evidentially preferred
over the high cost of securing professional medical care is likely
responsible for the few cases actually admitted to Saint Mary’s
Hospital during this time. This may be interpreted as evidence
for the care-seeking behavior of the gold rushers who were
unwilling to spare either the time or expense of spending
precious time away from their claim in order to procure medical
treatment for a disease that was perceived to be fully curable at
‘home’.30 Support for this interpretation can be gleaned from the
recollection of one unfortunate Klondiker:
Luckily, I was not alone. Other boys in the camp came
to my assistance...when my body became so frightful
in appearance, and the pain all but killed me, I had to
yield...I permitted the boys to give me a little of the

sourdough’s medicine. They went to the woods, cut

28 Margaret Archibald, “Grubstake to Grocery Store: Supplying the Klondike,
1897-1907”, in Canadian Historic Sties; Occasional Papers in Archaeology and
History No. 26 (Ottawa: Parks Canada), pp. 5-149.

29 Megan Highet, I"#$%&' () ($* +,-.*/

30 Roger French, 01",.2.
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make due as best they could until food-market conditions
improved:4!
The food we had that winter was a fright...I had a
poor lot of flour, and some musty beans. The
provision had run short and I had attempted to get
through mostly on this simple fare. Fruit and other
enemies of scurvy were unknown. The flour was part
of several hundred sacks which had been brought up
the Yukon in a steamer which sprang a leak. It was
full of lumps, and not wholesome.*2
Thus, while the presence of this disease in a settled community
diverges from its traditional association among sailors and
soldiers, given a review of the circumstances, it is not surprising
that scurvy was able to establish a foothold in the Klondike
during the gold rushers’ first few seasons in the North. Yet, lack
of foresight in selecting a suitable grubstake need not have
condemned the Klondikers to suffer the ails of scurvy, as there
was in fact an abundance of wild berries near the gold fields. This
fact was noted by the North West Mounted Police who reported
that it was not that people were unaware of their presence, or
their nutritional value, but that they were simply “too busy
mining to [bother] to pick them”.43
Beyond the obvious threat to health inherent in the
detection of scurvy among the Klondikers, a greater implication
is that the presence of this disorder meant the gold rushers’ diets
were deficient in at least one essential nutrient (vitamin C).

Under these circumstances, this was likely not the only aspect of

41 Pierre Berton, Klondike Fever, p. 198.
42 Yukon Archives, The Dawson Daily News, December 3, 1902.
43 Sessional Papers of the Dominion of Canada, #15, 1896, p. 18.
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periods. This is, however a complex topic extending far beyond
the scope of the present research goals, and as such, it remains
one that must be explored as the larger project is further
developed. Meanwhile, the significance of biosocial aspects of
disease is immediately evident when one considers the fact that
it was the constant flow of people into the Yukon (which
maintained a constant population of susceptibles) in addition to
the unique characteristics of the gold rush community that
accommodated the importation and dissemination of the
infectious diseases that posed such a significant threat to the
health of the Klondikers. The context of the Klondike also
sometimes contributed to unusual manifestations of disease.
Such was the case with smallpox when it erupted in the gold
fields.

Locating Smallpox in the Klondike

Typically an ailment of childhood, smallpox is an acute
infectious disease caused by the !"#$%&'Virus, which is usually
transmitted through expulsion by an infected individual and the
subsequent inhalation of airborne particles by vulnerable
persons.*¢ As it has no reservoir outside of the human body,
smallpox exists only as an active infection that disappears from a
population once it has run its course through all whom come into
contact with pathogen.#” Smallpox has thus existed as an

endemic disease in populations large enough to supply a

46 Alfred Crosby, ‘Smallpox’, in Kenneth Kipple (ed), The Cambridge World
History of Human Disease (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp.
1008-1013.

47($) .
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reported throughout the Territory.5s It speaks to the
effectiveness of the efforts of health and government officials to
control against the importation of the disease into the Yukon,
that no more eruptions of smallpox occurred throughout the
remainder of the period of study.

Following this reconstitution of incidence of smallpox,
content analysis was preformed upon all articles in all available
editions of !I"'# $%&'() $%*+,-#&' published between 1899-
1904, for the purpose of determining the level of public interest
associated with the threat of smallpox in this particular time and
place. This exercise revealed public interest in smallpox to be
positively correlated with increasing prevalence of this disease
among the Klondike population, as news coverage peaked in
accordance with incidence of the disease in the Yukon Territory
(see figure 1).

Although each of the outbreaks of smallpox that occurred
in the Yukon between 1900 and 1902 was extensively
documented in qualitative data sources such as !"# $%&'()
$%*+,-#&' , no such deaths were ever recorded in the Death
Register for the Yukon Territory, nor were any admissions made
to Saint Mary’s Hospital for treatment of this ailment throughout
the period of study. The lack of quantitative evidence pertaining
to the existence of smallpox within the Klondike community can
be partially explained by the practice of quarantining smallpox
patients at separate facilities, such as the isolation hospital on
Dog Island (located three miles down river of Dawson City).56

This resulted in the loss of morbidity data as represented by the

55 ./*0.
56 Library and Archives of Canada, Yukon Territory Records sous-fond, Subject
files, R216-179-X-E, R.G. 91, Vol. 67, File 7.
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Patient Register for Saint Mary’s Hospital, since those who
contracted the disease were never admitted to this institution
due to the risk of contagion.

Regarding the dearth of mortality data, it is likely that it
was "#3%&" ($)%#hich was responsible for the outbreaks of
smallpox in the Klondike, rather than the more lethal !"#$%&™
("*%# While "#$%&™ ("*%#wreaked considerable havoc in
contemporary communities, leaving huge mortality bills in its
wake, the fact that no deaths from smallpox ever occurred
among the gold rushers speaks to the unusually mild virulence
of the disease as it presented in the Yukon, which is consistent
with outbreaks !"#$%&" ($)%# This being the case, the gold

rush population also provides the rare opportunity to

investigate the biosocial impact of outbreaks of !"#$%&" ($)%#+'

as the majority of historic case studies of smallpox have
involved epidemics of the far more deadly !"#$%&" ("*%#This
tends to be much better documented since they typically
produced a great deal of quantitative evidence in the form of

extensive death tolls.58

' $%&'Y6(%) V(S -+ %'0"H# 1-+29%3#

It is no coincidence that outbreaks of smallpox during the
gold rush were always associated with the movement of people

during the peak transportation season. The Klondike was

57 Alfred Crosby, "#$$%&'(

58 Barbara Craig, “Smallpox in Ontario: Public and Professional Perceptions of
Disease, 1884-1885,” in Charles Roland (ed), Health, Disease and Medicine:
Essays in Canadian History (Toronto: Hannah Institute for the History of
Medicine, 1984), pp. 215-249.

Past Imperfect
16 (2010) | © | ISSN 1711-053X | elSSN 1718-4487

| 22



characterized by the large-scale relocation of individuals from
vast distances and various locales into a relatively small area,
with the primary means of transportation being concentrated
around the time that the ice went out of the river in the spring
(at which time steamers were able to resume ferrying
passengers in and out of Dawson City) until the waterways froze
up in the fall. This proved to be the ideal context for annual
eruptions of this disease since smallpox has no reservoir outside
of the human body. It can only exist in a community with a
replenished population of susceptibles such as that which was
ferried, along with the virus, in successive waves into the gold
fields. This correlation is immediately apparent when the cases
of smallpox known to officials within the Yukon Territory are
plotted in chronological sequence (see figure 1), as the peaks in
incidence correspond precisely to the flood of passenger vessels
into the Klondike as soon as river navigation opened in the
spring, and just prior to the time that ice choked off the transport
network in the fall.

Despite the mild threat posed by smallpox due to the low
mortality rate associated with the disease in this particular time
and place, measures aimed at combating smallpox in the
Klondike were nevertheless stringent, no doubt due to the fear
towards the disease that the gold rushers had instilled in them
prior to venturing North.

One example of this persistent fear can be gleaned from
the implementation of preventative measures that required
travelers to submit to compulsory medical examination prior to
entering, and upon moving about the Yukon, verification of
which (in the form of a validated certificate of health) was
required to be presented upon demand at various checkpoints
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throughout the territory.5® Steamers were likewise subject to
inspection; both prior to departure and before passengers could
be permitted to disembark, while mandatory quarantines were
imposed upon entire communities when even a single individual
was suspected of suffering from the dreaded disease.® Finally,
effective January of 1900, the Yukon Council passed a bill making
all who entered the territory subject to compulsory vaccination.
Noncompliance was punishable by a heavy fine or confinement.61

Interestingly, the gold rushers raised little resistance to
the local vaccination legislation as opposed to the hostile and
vehement backlash often associated with this issue in other
communities around the turn of the previous century. While the
issue was hotly debated and widely protested elsewhere in the
country, it seems that Klondikers were simply more concerned
with ensuring that their productivity was not compromised by
the threat of incapacitating disease, than they were about having
their personal liberties infringed upon in the form of mandatory
immunization.62

Although the mark left by smallpox on the health status
of the Klondike population was negligible given the fact that the
mild version of the disease did not result in any deaths
59 Library and Archives of Canada, Yukon Territory Records sous-fonds, Subject
filed, R216-179-X-E.
60 Library and Archives of Canada, Yukon Territory Records sous-fonds, Subject
files, R216-179-X-E; Sessional Papers of the Dominion of Canada, #15, 1902;
1903; Yukon Archives, The Dawson Daily News.
61 Yukon Archives, Yukon Council Ordinance Respecting Vaccination, No. 39 of
1900.
62 See for example, Katherine Arnup, “Victims of Vaccination?: Opposition to
Compulsory Immunization in Ontario, 1900-90,” Canadian Bulletin of Medical
History, volume 9, pp. 159-176; Barbara Craig “Smallpox in Ontario: Public and
Professional Perceptions of Disease, 1884-1885”" in C. Roland (ed), Health,

Disease and Medicine: Essays in the Canadian History of Medicine (Toronto:
Hannah Institute of the History of Medicine), pp. 215-249.
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throughout the period, the fear that it nevertheless inspired had
both a significant and lasting impact within the community. For
instance, Dawson City was designated as an inland port by the
federal government in response to questions from local
authorities regarding who should bear responsibility for the
expense of guarding against the importation of this
communicable disease by the cosmopolitan gold rushers.3
Additionally, and on more than one occasion, freedom of the
press was impeded by the local government who sought to
prevent word of the existence of smallpox in and around Dawson
City from reaching the outside world. In their bid to protect local
commerce during the busiest time of year, government officials
went so far as to intercept telegraphs and persuade visiting news
correspondents not to report on the presence of the disease in
the community.64

The jurisdiction of the Medical Health Officer was also
expanded from the original radius of two-and-a-half miles from
the Dawson City courthouse in order that he might impose
quarantines upon outlying communities, while bylaws were
drafted to afford him the power to ensure that every Klondiker
was vaccinated against contagion.6s In ordering quarantines and
requiring travelers to submit to medical examination, the health
officer, acting on the authority of the Yukon Council, thus
intruded into the private lives of individuals and restricted their

personal liberties in the interest of public health.

63 Library and Archives of Canada, Yukon Territory Records sous-fonds, Subject
files, R216-179-X-E, R.G. 91, Vol. 67, File 7.

64 I"#$,

65 I"#$,
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Finally, international relations were tested when boarder
officials at the Canadian-American boundary were charged with
diplomatically ensuring that epidemics on American soil were

not permitted to spread to the Canadian population.s6

The Significance of Qualitative Data Sources

Qualitative and quantitative data sources are sometimes
construed as being at odds with one another. Yet, while
qualitative materials are often employed to contextualize case
studies or complement research grounded in statistical analyses,
such documents have nevertheless been demonstrated to be
both valid and valuable as primary data sources in their own
right. The correspondence and official reports of the local
authorities in the Yukon Territory have provided important
information about the health status of the gold rush community
during this historically important and contemporarily relevant
period that is otherwise unavailable. Further, (as figure 1
visually depicts) it has been demonstrated that newspaper
articles may serve as a litmus for the burden and social
experience of a disease within the community, as articles relate
to the public’s perception of the threat posed to their wellbeing
by disease in their midst. In fact, an argument can be made that
newspapers can provide an invaluable albeit an unconventional
source of data that may serve as an indicator for the presence,
social impact and even the relative prevalence of a disease within
a historic population when traditional sources of data are

lacking.

66 1"#$,
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