






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































CUS Chilkoot Tramways

The Peterson Hoist

During the Klondike gold rush, three aerial tramways and at least three surface
hoists operated over the Chilkoot Pass. Two of the tramways are significant
for engineering feats. The Chilkoot Railroad and Transport Company crossed a
distance of 2,200 feet in one span, then the world's longest; and the Dyea-
Klondike Transportation Company was one of the first aerial tramways powered by
electricity. Reminders of each tramway and hoist remain along the Chilkoot
Trail--the most exciting artifact being the wooden horse-powered hoist drum and
arm near the summit of the pass. This was Archie Burns' tram, the first on the
Chilkoot Trail.

These tramways and hoists were important final links in the chain of develop-
ments to make Dyea and the Chilkoot Pass the dominant route to the interior.
However, they failed to successfully compete with the Skagway railroad--the
White Pass and Yukon Route, and their remains spark the questions: Who built
the lines? Where and how did they operate? What is the historical significance
of the few physical reminders left along the Chilkoot Trail?

Part of the questions can be answered. The following individuals or companies
operated hoists or tramways.

P. H. Peterson, and inventive ferry operator from Juneau, installed a simple
hoist in 1896--before the Klondike gold rush, but after the discoveries at
Fortymile and Circle City. Stampeder William M. Stanley described the
operation:

[Peterson] anchors a pulley at the top through which he passes a
rope, to which is attached a box, rigged on runners. A loaded

sled is made fast to the rope at the bottom, the box is then filled
with snow, to which is added the weight of the inventor and such
other men as may be at hand. When this loaded box descends it pulls
the sled up, where it is detached. The box is then unloaded and
drawn back to the top when the operation is repeated as before.

Previously, in 1894, Peterson had attempted to do the same operation with seal
skins instead of a box with runners. Bernard Moore relates its failure.
Peterson returned and rigged up the above described gravity hoist. According
to a sourdough known only as '"Silvertip,'" Peterson charged four bits a load.

On February 17, 1898, Peterson leased his "tram" to J. F. Hielscher of Dyea for
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Archie Burns' Hoist

five months--the peak months of the Klondike rush. He received a half cent
royalty on each pound carried by the operation.

The location of this, the first tram on the Chilkoot, is unknown. The at
times inaccurate reminiscence of Silvertip records the hoist as running from
the Scales 3/4 of a mile to the summit along the same route later used by
Archie Burns and the line of stampeders hiking the Golden Stairs. Photographs
taken by Juneau photographers Winter & Pond in the spring of 1897 show the top
of the Peterson tram. Yet the scenes lack details which would differentiate
between the hoist being at the top of the Chilkoot Pass or Peterson Pass.

Many questions arise: Which pass was Peterson's hoist on? Where did the name
Peterson Pass come from? Could it have been P. H. Peterson? And what became
of him? What remains of the hoist?

One can only suggest answers. Peterson probably operated on Peterson Pass
instead of the nearby Chilkoot Pass. Arriving stampeders associated P. H.
Peterson's tramway with the pass and thus linked the name with the pass.
Peterson, like Archie Burns and other packers and freighters, probably moved
on to the Klondike and Dawson City. Because of its simplicity, Peterson's
hoist parts may still be on top of the pass. Hook pulleys and lines remain
there. Yet, the odds of finding the exact one used by Peterson are slim.

Archie Burns, a veteran of the rush to Fortymile and Circle City, anticipated
the rush to the Klondike and in late 1896 claimed the summit of the Chilkoot
Pass for a trading and manufacturing site. His goal being the installation
of a hoist and freight outfit to haul stampeders' goods from tidewater to

the lakes. During the spring of 1897 he operated a horse-driven whim which
pulled sleds from the Scales to the summit. Burns also opened a hotel at
Sheep Camp and owned a train of pack horses.

The melting of the snow during the summer closed the hoist operation, but by
December 1897 the operation had reopened. A steam-powered hoisting drum was
installed that winter, followed by a gasoline-powered tramline. Burns
associated himself with C. W. Young of Juneau and Dyea. Young's freighting
and trading company operated the pack trains while Burns managed his three
hoists. Burns charged 2¢ per pound for goods hauled from the Scales to the
summit. Business was brisk and one estimate made in March 1898 estimated
that Burns lifted 5 tons per day, or $200 worth.

By the summer of 1898, with the cushion of snow gone again, Burns left and
hauled supplies to Dawson by scow. During the winter of 1898-1899, the hoists
were used for a final season, profiting in part from the Atlin rush. Com-
petition from the aerial tramways and the new Skagway railroad convinced Burns
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Dyea-Klondike Transportation
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to shift his field of operations to Nome and later Fairbanks.

The November 24, 1900, issue of the Skagway Daily Alaskan mentions that Archie
Burns returned to remove his machinery from the Chilkoot Pass that fall. How
much he took is unknown. At the top of the pass are three different pieces of
machinery that may have been part of his operation. At the top of the first
ascent is a drum without an engine. A second hoist and gasoline engine rests
on skids near the summit. These two may have worked in conjunction with each
other: one hauling sleds up the steep first ascent, the second hauling sleds
to the summit.

Archie Burns may have removed part of one of the engines, but never finished
removing the second engine and hoist, even though it was placed on skids.
There is the possibility still that Burns removed all his machinery. Where,
then, did the two other hoists come from? And would Burns and the others

have been able to all work in the narrow notch at the pass? It is doubtful.

A visitor to the pass in April 1898 after describing Burns' hoist adds, "There
were also a number of other schemes of a similar character, but all working
about the same way, and charging about the same for service."

Other sources only mention Burns' gasoline hoist, but do mention a horse whim
and Peterson's hoist. The above quote may cover these two or may just be
newspaper rhetoric.

Burns' original horse whim still remains in pieces at the top of the Chilkoot
Pass. A horse collar, hoist drum, and wooden braces, reappear during snowmelt
in late August. These rare items, part of a nineteenth century horse whim--
once common around Western mining camps, should receive high priority for
documentation and stabilization.

The DKT Company operated the first aerial tramway over the Chilkoot Pass.
Initially, the promoters planned an electric-powered haulage system from

Canyon City to Lake Lindeman. Realities of finance and competition from the
parallel Chilkoot Railroad & Transportation Company forced the DKT to complete
only part of its proposed system. A 2,400-foot cable alone ran from the Scales
to the summit and back. Fragments of the uncompleted system still remain along
the Taiya Inlet, at Canyon City, and at the Scales.

Thomas Nowell, a Boston capitalist owning and operating mining companies near
Juneau, projected the Dyea-Klondike Transportation Company's proposed system
of wharf, railroad, and aerial tramway. Press releases in the fall of 1897
announced construction well under way, but the collapse of Nowell's mining
companies caused him to redirect his efforts. Portland investors represented
by F. C. Hammond took the project over and by mid-February 1898 had the wharf
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at Dyea completed and an electric power plant at Canyon City in operation.
Power lines ran from there to the tramway located at the Scales. On March 14
the Portland press announced the opening of the DKT tramway--actually two
aerial tram lines operating side by side from just south of the Scales to the
summit. Two buckets, each with a 500-1b. capacity, carried goods to the sum-
mit and came back every fifteen minutes. At one point the buckets were 300
feet above the ground.

In April 1898 Captain Jack Crawford, the poet scout and a veteran of the
Apache Indian wars, went over the pass and left a description of the DKT
system. Goods were landed at the company's wharf three miles south of Dyea,
then hauled by wagon to Sheep Camp through the frozen river canyon. The
distance to the summit was crossed by pack horse. A blizzard briefly halted
the aerial tram operation where the supplies were taken over the summit.
Pack trains transported the cargo the final distance to Lindeman. To have
seven tons of freight moved, Crawford paid 9¢ per pound or $720.

During May the opposition Chilkoot Railroad & Transport Company began service.
Rather than compete, the DKT Company worked in conjunction with the CR § T Co.
The combination advertised as the Chilkoot Pass Route. In June 1899 the tram
system was sold to the White Pass & Yukon Route railroad and removed.

George C. Teal of Portland, however, held a mortgage on the DKT system; the
railroad, therefore, did not remove all the DKT equipment and some still
remains. A steam boiler, probably used by the company at the Scales, rests
in the gulch below the DKT powerhouse site and debris. The Canyon City
electric plant boiler still sits on its site, but only the foundation bolts
remain of the electric dynamo. The DKT wharf south of Dyea was destroyed in
a June 1899 fire; the piers extinguished by the tide still remain.

The Pacific Coast Steamship Company, a San Francisco-based corporation con-
trolling railroads and steamship lines along the West Coast, built the second
major tramway over the Chilkoot Pass. The tramway's powerhouse was used as
an impromptu morgue after the avalanche of April 3, 1898. The Alaska Company
operated barely a month before the tram combined with the Chilkoot Railroad

& Transport Company. After the rush the machinery was removed, but parts of
the system still remain: the collapsed powerhouse, the only standing tramway
tower left along the trail, and the collapsed terminus building south of
Crater Lake.

Little is known about the construction of the Alaska Railroad & Transportation
Company tramway. The system in operation by April 1898 was a gasoline motor-
powered aerial tram with buckets along a 6,000-foot line. The powerhouse two
miles north of Sheep Camp and just north of Stonehouse served also as a ware-
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Chilkoot Railroad &
Transport Company

house. The tram towers were short, and the buckets moved slowly above the
pack trail where packers easily stole items.

The line operated as part of the Chilkoot Pass Route until June 1899 when it
was acquired by the White Pass railroad. Removal followed in the spring of
1900.

The grandest aerial tramway over the Chilkoot Pass looped 45 miles of metal
cable the 9 miles between Canyon City, Alaska, and the banks of Crater Lake

in British Columbia. In May 1898, nine months after the gold ship Portland
arrived in the Puget Sound, the Chilkoot Railroad & Transport Co. had surveyed,
constructed, and begun operating a transportation system which included a
wharf, wagon road, and an aerial tramway with the longest single span in the
world. In July 1899 the route was sold to the White Pass Railroad and idled.
Within three years in inception, the tramway was gone.

Men of finance and transportation conceived the company. Hugh C. Wallace, an
official of the Washington & Alaska Steamship Company, was the company presi-
dent; G. B. Pearce, company vice-president, was general manager of the Nor-
thern Pacific Railroad. Other investors included an assortment of monied men
from Tacoma--bankers, steamship line managers, and mill owners--and one Samuel
Stine Bush, a millionaire from Louisville, Kentucky, who while on a summer
tourist excursion in Alaska got caught up in the Klondike excitement.

The group incorporated the Chilkoot Railroad & Transport Company and by early
October 1897 the nation's press reported the line under construction. On
October 12 the New York Times announced the breaking of ground for a broad-
gauge railroad to run the eight miles between Dyea and CAnyon City (the rail-
road never got beyond the survey stage). The Chilkoot Company, the Times
article continued, had contracted with the Trenton (N. J.) Iron Works to con-
struct an eight-mile aerial tramway over the Chilkoot Pass. Aerial tramways
were recent transportation inventions made feasible by the perfection of high
tension metal cable in which the Trenton company excelled. Their engineers
had completed over fifty throughout North America. They had already built the
world's longest; the Chilkoot Company's would have the world's longest single
span.

Pack trains carried coils of cable up the Chilkoot Trail to where laborers
erected supports of metal and wood. A 50-horse-power steam boiler was hauled
by wagon to Canyon City. Another boiler went to Sheep Camp. The straight-
line right of way was clear-cut and the cable laid along the earth in prepa-
ration for the erection of towers--one loop would run from Canyon City to
Sheep Camp, the second from Sheep Camp over the pass to Crater Lake. Larger
supports to keep up tension were built below the pass. A crib of rocks at
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Crater Lake served as anchor to the system. Crews worked slowly through the
winter, halted by blizzards from December to March 1898.

The terrain and isolation created restrictions. Engineers used a lightweight
7/8-inch cable for the track or tension cable which supported the buckets and
freight. A second even lighter cable served as the traction cable to pull the
bucket's wheels along the track. The '"two rope' aerial tramway operated much
like a modern ski 1lift.

Besides building the tramway, crews worked on other units of the Chilkoot
Company's transportation system. The railroad from Dyea to Canyon City had
proven too costly and urgent work time was spent building a wagon road along
the surveyed route. The Tacoma backers of the tramway also purchased control
of the Kinney wharf at Dyea and saw to its completion from deep water to over a
mile across the broad tide flats towards Dyea. Kinney's wagon bridge across
the Taiya River was also hurried to completion. The company constructed a
telegraph and telephone line between Dyea and Lindeman. Toboggan and later
wagon freight lines connected with boat transfers across the lakes to Lindeman
City.

Hugh Wallace, son-in-law of U. S. Supreme Court Justice Fuller, saw to the
legal end, completing the filing of the articles of incorporation, and getting
the required government sanctions. Wallace engaged George Bracket in a battle
of words printed in the Seattle Times and Post Intelligencer. Bracket, while
supervising the construction of a wagon road up White Pass, had considered
Wallace's advertising promotions of the Chilkoot route as deflammatory to the
Bracket road. Wallace accused Bracket in like manner. Wallace wrote,

Sir: You maliciously endeavor to show that I am responsible for
having turned the bulk of travel through Dyea...[it] is absurd....
Unlike you, my efforts have been confined to pushing a legitimate
enterprise on its own merits....Your ill-tempered, gratuitous,

and unjustifiable attack upon me...might properly be treated with
that contempt which the motive that inspired it deserves, but....
[he concludes] Your shaft of abuses are pointless--your assumptions
of truth farce--your letter a tirade of misrepresentations, which
are, in fact, but the venile walings of a desperate and disappointed
man.

Meanwhile, engineers on the passes discovered the problem of winter construc-
tion in Alaska. Blizzards halted work. Supplies arrived late. Timbers for
towers sunk in shipwrecks. Until March most of the work '"consisted of sho-
veling snow.'" Then a clear period was shattered by the April 3 avalanche
which killed 52 people, including part of the tramway work force.
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The proposed completion date of January 1 continued to be pushed back. By May
all the towers were finally up and the wheels and cables began to turn, pul-
ling the first load over the summit. The Dyea wharf was completed that month.
The Chilkoot Railroad & Transport Company's system was ready, but the main
body of the stampede had already passed. Also during that month the White
Pass & Yukon Route broke ground at Skagway for its railroad. The railroad
would prove the tramway's undoing.

In June the three major tram companies consolidated as the Chilkoot Pass
Route. The system charged 7¢ per pound to haul goods from Dyea to Lindeman.
The guaranteed two-day delivery time was too often ignored. Goods stockpiled
at Dyea; the summer and fall 1898 freight kept the trams overloaded. Winter
storms blew the cables off their supports and froze the wheels. Again the
trams closed down as engineers and crews replaced weak towers with stronger
box-like tension stations.

While operations on the Chilkoot continued, the WP & Y railroad reached White
Pass in February 1899. The railroad's backers, rather than risk competition,
bought the Chilkoot Pass Route for $98,829.19. The system was idled the
summer of 1899. In March 1900, wrecking crews were sent to dismantle the
tramways. By that summer the three boilers, 45 miles of cable, and acces-
ories were moved to the Dyea shore. The Chilkoot Pass Route had passed into
history.

Reminders of the Chilkoot Railroad & Transport Company are few--the railroad
wrecking crews were thorough. The piers of the Dyea Wharf or Long Wharf,
financed by the tramway company, can be seen at Dyea.

Today 's hikers can follow the wagon road for four miles. At Canyon City and
Sheep Camp, the powerhouses have all but vanished; the tramway towers have
collapsed and can be seen along the trail near mile 9.3 and above Sheep Camp.
The tension stations at mile 14 and mile 15.5 have collapsed and their guide
wheels have rolled downhill. The stone crib terminus at Crater Lake continues

to cerumble.
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