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ABSTRACT

Mainstream Alaskan history has largely ignored women’s role in the development

thof the state during the early 20 century. Although mainly a male endeavor, the multiple 

Alaskan gold stampedes from 1899 to 1914 brought a migration o f women, and they 

played a role in the development of the territory.

The current literature of women in the north focuses primarily on the Canadian 

Klondike stampede of 1897-98 which saw women traveling to the gold fields for a 

variety of reasons, such as to support their husbands in their ventures, seek their own 

business opportunities, or just seek adventure. The same reasons brought women to 

Alaska. Their experiences are well documented in literature of the period, through 

magazines, newspapers, published accounts, and autobiographies. These sources provide 

insight into everyday events of what could be considered the ordinary, but they paint a 

picture of what life was like for the female population and include details and 

descriptions not discussed by their male counterparts.

The 1910 unpublished travel letter of Cinthia “Addie” Rieck exemplifies a 

woman traveling to a remote area o f Alaska. Her writings capture and document her 

experiences in traveling from Seattle, Washington, to a newly founded gold camp in the 

Innoko district of Alaska. Through Addie’s travel letter, her descriptions bring to light 

previously unexplored topics of social etiquette, travel, and women’s roles in early 

Alaskan mining communities as well as providing information about the Innoko district 

of which little published information is available.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page

Signature Page................................................................................................................................i

Title Page....................................................................................................................................... ii

Abstract..........................................................................................................................................iii

Table of Contents......................................................................................................................... iv

List of Figures................................................................................................................................v

Acknowledgements......................................................................................................................vi

Introduction.................................................................................................................................... 1

Chapter One: History of Women on the Frontier....................................................................9

Chapter Two: History of the Innoko Mining District, 1906-1910...................................... 23

Chapter Three: Addie and John Rieck Travel to Ophir........................................................ 37

Chapter Four: Recurrent Themes in Addie Rieck’s Travel Letter.......................................87

Conclusion................................................................................................................................. 101

iv

References 105



LIST OF FIGURES

Page

Figure 1. A drinking “bee” at White Chapel, Dawson................................................. 4

Figure 2. Map of Iditarod, Kuskokwim, and Innoko, d e ta il..................................... 24

Figure 3. Mining.............................................................................................................. 27

Figure 4. Horse-towed freight sco w ............................................................................ 36

Figure 5. First page.......................................................................................................... 38

Figure 6. John and Addie R ieck ................................................................................... 40

Figure 7. Map o f Iditarod, Kuskokwim, and Innoko................................................ 61

Figure 8. Arrival Iditarod C ity ..................................................................................... 64

Figure 9... Men outside a saloon .................................................................................. 68

Figure 10. Side view, horse-towed freight scow arriving at camp o f O p h ir 72

Figure 11. Ophir A venue.............................................................................................. 80

Figure 12. Front Street, in the camp of O phir............................................................ 81

V



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Writing a thesis is not a process that one can do alone. I want to thank my 

committee, Dr. Mary Childers Mangusso, Dr. Mary Ehrlander, and Dr. Carol Gold for 

their support, comments, and direction. This thesis would have never happened if not for 

the help and attention they have given me. My appreciation also goes to the staff at the 

Alaska Polar Regions Collection at the Rasmuson Library. Ophir is a tiny place and not 

in hot demand by researchers but Caroline Atuk-Derrick, Wendi Lyons, and Rose 

Speranza helped me find interviews and photographs that I would have otherwise never 

found. I also want to thank Linda Elapsmith, Ginny Kinne, and Rosemarie Larson of the 

UAF Academic Advising Center. Trying to complete a Master’s degree and work 

fulltime was a daunting task but they were always there with words of encouragement 

when I needed them most.

It is with much love and affection that I dedicate this work to my husband, Jeff 

Misel, who knows more about the mining history of Alaska than he ever wanted to know.



Introduction

To the homefolks, May 1st. We are leaving Seattle, 9:30 on the Jefferson, 

for our northern home, and as I watch the lights o f the city as they grow 

dimmer and dimmer, I wonder when we will be in civilization again. And 

for the first time I feel a little dread of our long trip.1

Addie and John Rieck, my paternal great grandparents, arrived together in Alaska 

in 1910. Their history is connected to the development of western Alaska as their 

children’s histories are connected to Interior Alaska. One o f the important documents 

from Addie and John’s time in Alaska was the travel letter of Cinthia “Addie” Rieck, 

written in May and June of 1910, provides insight into a journey to Alaska during the 

gold rush period. Like the letters and diaries of many pioneer women moving to a 

frontier, Addie’s words paint a picture of her experiences and expectations of her new life 

in Alaska. Diaries and personal writings often provide some o f the best information 

about women’s experiences as they traveled north. However, despite the availability of 

their documents, mainstream Alaska history has largely ignored women’s involvement in 

the development of the territory during the early 20th century and in particular their roles 

in the establishment o f mining communities.

1

1 Addie Henry Reick Diary, 1910 [hereafter cited as ARD], Western Historical Manuscript Collection- 
Columbia, Columbia, Missouri, Collection 556, Folder 1: 46. The library has Rieck m isspelled as “Reick,” 
with the letters ‘i’ and ‘e ’ transposed. This is a common occurrence in records for John and Addie Rieck.



The Canadian Klondike gold rash of 1898 brought thousands of men and women 

2 • •north. Moving west into Alaska, prospectors found new gold deposits and established 

new mining camps. Although gold mining was primarily a male endeavor, the multiple 

Alaska gold stampedes from 1899 to 1914 brought women as well. Their involvement in 

managing or owning businesses, serving in support roles for mining operations, and 

performing other services was instrumental in the establishment of communities.

The biographies, histories, and autobiographies of women involved in the gold 

rash periods of the Klondike and Alaska (1896-1914) illustrate that they saw themselves 

participating in a great adventure. The excitement, challenges, and the promises of riches 

for all are woven through the written records of the early pioneers, although often their 

stories did not end as they imagined. Many of the observations and histories written by 

both men and women illustrate how women worked alongside men, building 

communities and creating lives for themselves. The physical presence of women, like 

Addie Rieck, is not illustrated in the images often associated with the gold rush. The 

iconic images of gold miners standing in mounds of dirt with picks and shovels 

surrounded by sluice boxes and images of solitary log cabins in the wilderness visually 

exclude women from the story. They neglect the women who traveled to the gold fields, 

established homes, and raised families, taught in schools, ran road houses, created church 

missions, and mined for gold. When women do appear, they typically are the glamorous 

beauties from the dance halls. With names like the Oregon Mare or Klondike Kate, their

2

2 Pierre Burton, Klondike: The Last Great G old Rush, 1896-1899  (Toronto: McClelland & Steward Inc., 
1972), 44.



portraits conjure up images of drinking, music, and gold being lavished on these 

apparently free-wheeling women [Figure 1. A drinking “bee”]. The disparity between the 

popular images of the gold rush period and the stories of those who experienced it fosters 

a poor understanding o f women’s day to day lives in the north.

3
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Figure 1. A drinking “bee” at White Chapel, Dawson. P.E. Larss Photo Collection, ASL- 
PCA-41, Alaska State Library Historical Collection.



In the early writings of Gerda Lemer one finds an appreciation of the absence of 

women’s stories in Alaska gold rush history. In her essay, “Placing Women in History: 

Definitions and Challenges,” Lemer argued that women’s stories and experiences must 

be reinserted into history, not because they “contributed” but because they, in 

representing half the human population, were a part of the history as it happened.3

Lemer described how women were left out of written history because of their 

exclusion from positions of power and influence in government, war, politics, economics, 

arts and sciences.4 The same principle can also be applied to women who traveled to the 

Klondike and Alaska during the gold msh period. Although women were present and 

often filled with as much gold fever as their male counterparts, or with a desire for their 

families to be successful in whatever business ventures they attempted, the social values 

of the time limited their roles and functions in the public sphere. Only when a woman 

was considered deviant from the social norms of her sex (ruthless, outspoken, or 

flamboyant, etc.) was she included in records and the accounts of later historians, both 

male and female, but only as an anomaly.

As Lemer pointed out, women and men should be treated on equal footing in 

historical interpretations rather than women’s history being a subset of men’s history.5 

Representing half of the human experience, women’s perspectives and stories must be 

equally considered to achieve as rich and complex an understanding of a given episode in

5

3 Gerda Lemer, "Placing Women in History: Definitions and Challenges," The M ajority Finds Its Past: 
Placing Women in H istory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 149.
4 Ibid., 154.
5 Ibid., 145-146.



history as possible. This point is especially true in relation to women in Alaska, because 

it is easy for historians to create a history of women that emphasizes their lack of 

personal control o f their circumstances by categorizing them as help mates or prostitutes. 

Such stereotyping fails to recognize the full spectrum of women’s roles in the society at 

the time and does not increase the understanding of either women’s or men’s experiences, 

but instead relegates women’s experiences to a lesser status than the history of men. As 

historians examine women’s writings in archives and oral history collections, they will 

find that women in Alaska did have choices in how and where they lived their lives.

The current literature of women in the north focuses primarily on the Canadian 

Klondike stampede of 1897-1898, which saw women traveling to the gold fields for a 

variety of reasons, such as to support their husbands in their ventures, to pursue their own 

business or employment opportunities, or simply to seek adventure. Their experiences are 

well documented in literature of the period, in magazines, newspapers, published 

accounts, autobiographies, diaries, letters, and journals. These sources provide insight 

into ordinary everyday events and experiences, and they also paint a picture of what life 

was like for the female population by including details such as sights, sounds, and 

interactions with others, impressions not typically discussed by their male counterparts.

In this paper I will argue that writings like the travel letter of Addie Rieck 

demonstrate how women’s narratives and observations contribute to a more complex 

understanding of the period and the variety of women’s roles in small Alaskan mining 

camps. Her 1910 travel letter exemplifies a viewpoint of a woman traveling to a remote 

area of Alaska, and her writing captures and documents her experiences traveling from

6



Seattle, Washington, to a newly founded gold camp in the Innoko mining district of 

Alaska. Addie’s writings bring to light previously unexplored topics o f travel in Alaska 

during the early 1900s, loneliness, and women’s roles in early Alaska communities, as 

well as providing a first-hand view of the Innoko district, about which little published 

information is available.

This thesis includes four chapters. Chapter one explores the current literature of 

women in the Klondike and Alaska. The majority of literature regarding women in the 

North addresses those in the Klondike, although there is period literature that centers on 

the experiences o f women in Alaska and their descriptions of what they encountered. As 

a comparison, I draw from historians whose work has reintroduced the experiences and 

stories of women involved in the settling of the American West. These examples 

illustrate the importance of reexamining historical points in time and including more 

personal perspectives and voices in the record. Doing so provides a greater 

understanding o f what life was like for a variety of men and women. Chapter two focuses 

on the history of the Innoko mining district and the establishment of gold camps and 

towns in the area. Chapter three introduces Addie and John Rieck and their trip to Ophir. 

It also offers an eye-witness perspective on travel in Alaska and provides information on 

a mining region which has been neglected to this point. This chapter also illustrates the 

points made in the literature discussion regarding women writers and their insight into 

events and experiences that their male counterparts often did not address. Chapter four 

examines Addie Rieck’s 1910 journal and reoccurring themes that are identifiable in the 

text. Addie’s writing demonstrates the commonalities between her experiences and those

7



of other women traveling to a frontier. This thesis and Addie’s words demonstrate how 

readers can find themes that unite women traveling and living in Alaskan gold rush 

communities, issues such as the challenges of the natural environment, loneliness and the 

desire for female companionship, the wide and varied roles o f women in mining 

communities and their contributions to community life, as well as how social structure 

was maintained, even in the remotest of areas. These common themes illustrate how 

similar women’s experiences were and are on frontiers, and this analysis offers a richer 

and more complex image of Alaska during the gold rush period of the twentieth century.

8



9

Chapter One: History of Women on the Frontier

The history o f women in Alaska has encountered many of the same challenges as 

seen with the history o f women in the American West. Historians of western expansion 

often neglected the stories and experiences of women who traveled with their families 

during the great migration to mining towns, the prairies, and to establish frontier 

communities. If women’s experiences were included, it was primarily to show their role 

in raising children or preparing meals, and they tended to be, writes historian Elizabeth 

Jameson, “divided into either good and bad women, either genteel civilizers and sun 

bonneted helpmates, or hell raisers and bad women.”6 Instead of including women’s 

experiences and perspectives, much of early western American history was based on a 

myth of male heroic adventure and fortitude which superseded all other stories.7 This 

history failed to convey the full experiences and personal lives of men and women of the 

period. It was with the reconsideration of women’s personal writings in diaries, journals 

and correspondence from the Overland Trail that a réévaluation of history of the West 

began.

In Women’s Diaries o f  the Westward Journey, Lillian Schissel compared 

hundreds of diaries and letters written by men and women traveling on the Overland 

Trail. Her comparison revealed how men and women experienced the westward

6 Elizabeth Jameson, “Women as Workers, Women as Civilizers: True Womanhood in the American 
West,” The Women's West (Norman: University o f  Oklahoma Press, 1984), 145.
7 Ruth Moynihan, Susan Armitage, and Christine Fischer Dichamp, So Much Work to be Done: Women 
Settlers on the Mining and Ranching Frontier (Lincoln: University o f  Nebraska Press, 1990), xi.



migration differently and offered insight into women’s opinions of their travels and 

observations. This comparative analysis demonstrated how men’s and women’s 

perceptions of the Overland Trail were affected by their gendered social responsibilities 

and backgrounds, even when they experienced the same events. For example, women 

most often described the trail as a place of danger to their health, the health of their 

children, and family unity, whereas their male counterparts focused on the landscape, 

travel and rugged adventure. Schissel noted that women wrote of the diseases, accidents 

and deaths they encountered traveling across the Plains and how they would often note 

the number o f gravesites and names of those people who had died along the route, 

whereas their male companions rarely mentioned such information. Her study aptly 

illustrated how women’s writings provided insight into the day to day travails of traveling
o

rather than the glory and trail blazing that was commonly portrayed by male writers. 

Schissel effectively demonstrated how personal writings such as letters, diaries, and 

journals can enrich the public’s understanding of the past.

Historian Elizabeth Jameson demonstrated how histories often tell stories that are 

not shared by all o f the people involved; only a narrow perspective is presented. Just as 

the scene o f an accident may be described quite differently by a variety of witnesses 

because each witness has a different perception of what transpired, participants and 

witnesses to historical events also perceived common experiences in a variety of ways. 

Thus to best understand any period in history, one must include as many perspectives as

10

8 Lillian Schüssel, W omen’s D iaries o f  the Westward Journey, (New York: Schocken Books, 1992), 10.



possible, filling out the history that addresses the experiences o f multiple groups rather 

than just one. Jameson, like Schissel, illustrated the value of including multiple 

perspectives by pointing out that the oral histories of women who lived on the frontier of 

Colorado showed a different life than what historians otherwise had portrayed during that 

time. Jameson’s interview with a woman who lived in the Colorado gold fields validated 

her concern that the history written to that point did not resemble what the woman 

described having experienced in her day-to-day life. Historians had tended to write about 

the major political events and how they shaped the country. Jameson argued that 

historians have been remiss in focusing on only the political, noting that “our foremothers 

may have known that the details of daily survival and human touch dominate our lives, 

not brief moments of public recognition.”9

An excellent example of women’s personal experiences enlivening a historical 

period is found in the work of historians of the California gold rush who have used 

women’s voices to render a vision of life in the cited and gold camps. Nancy Taniguchi’s 

work on women in the California gold rush illustrated the variety of perspectives 

available from multiple ethnic and social classes.10 Taniguchi citied Mary Ballou, a 

woman who worked at a boarding house who tried mining during a day off. In a letter to 

her sons, Ballou described her attempt at gold mining on her day off, noting that gold 

mining was harder than taking care of children. “I just washed out about a Dollars [sic]

9 Jameson, 161.
10 Nancy J. Taniguchi, “Weaving a Different World; Women and the California Gold Rush,” California 
History 79, no 2 (January 2000): 164.



worth of gold dust the fourth of July in a cradle so you see that I’m doing a little mining 

in this gold region[,] but I think it’s harder to rock the [miner’s] cradle to wash out gold 

than it is to rock the cradle for the Babies [sic] in the States.”11 Her narrative illustrated 

the fact that some women mined owing to economic necessity, even when it was 

considered inappropriate work for their gender.

Personal accounts described the need for women within mining camps, as Robert 

Waite illustrated in his article based on Viola Lamb’s journal from her journey to 

Thunder Mountain, the site o f the last gold rush in the continental United States.12 Viola’s 

writings made clear that “the gold booms of the West attracted women with professional 

experience and business skills needed in the rapidly growing communities.”13 Analyses 

such as these help remove the misperceptions that women’s roles were limited simply to 

domestic activity and demonstrated that women were an integral part of mining 

communities.

As exemplified by the recent histories of women on the Overland Trail and in the 

California gold rush, women’s writings are useful to gain insight into to the day-to-day 

lives of women, what they saw, their opinions, and how they functioned socially and 

economically within their communities. These studies presentes similar themes found in 

migrating women’s narratives. Concerns regarding family health, survival, loneliness,

12

11 Ibid., 151-152.
12 Robert G. Waite, “A Woman in the Gold Fields o f  Idaho: Viola Lamb and the Thunder Mountain Gold 
Rush o f  1902,” Idaho Yesterdays 39, no 2 (January 1995) 11.
13 Ibid., 17.



and speculation about what future would hold in the West were common among women 

of the Overland Trail, the California Gold Rush, and other mining communities in the 

continental United States. By examining the experiences of women in the West and 

comparing them to women in the Alaska gold rush, historians can demonstrate and 

account for similarities and differences between the different time periods and regions.

The majority o f published literature on women in the north focuses primarily on 

women who participated in the Klondike gold rush of 1896-1898, for instance Francis 

Backhouses’s Women o f  the Klondike and Melanie Mayer’s Klondike Women.

Backhouse and Mayer compartmentalized women into groups, such as individualists, 

wives, prostitutes, missionaries or tourists, and provided snippets o f their life stories. As 

general introductions to the subject, these stories are helpful in establishing the reasons 

women traveled to the Klondike and the variety of backgrounds of the women who joined 

the rush, and they often illustrate how women saw their roles in the event.

The brief biographies Backhouse and Mayer provided introduced readers to many 

of the same women who later traveled through Alaska. Both Backhouse and Mayer stated 

that their intent was to bring women to the forefront of the history of the Klondike and to 

demonstrate how their experiences provide readers a more comprehensive understanding 

of that period of history.14 They also strove to expand the reader’s understanding of the

13

14 Francis Backhouse, Women o f  the Klondike (Vancouver: Whitecap Books, 1995), ix-x.



roles of women in early northern communities beyond stereotypes.15 Their foundation 

provided a solid general introduction to women’s experiences during the gold rush period 

and a base for other writers to delve further into the history of women in the North.

However, the analysis of women’s roles in developing communities in the Yukon 

and Alaska has been hindered by the focus on the Klondike gold rush centered in 

Dawson. The intense interest in the short lived stampede and large number of first-hand 

accounts of both men and women has not led to a broader analysis of the experiences of 

those who lived in the north at the turn of the century. This is especially true with regard 

to Alaska’s development, as its gold rush era history is often dwarfed or rolled into that 

of the Klondike without much separate consideration.

The women whom Mayer and Backhouse described in their writings often had 

ties to Alaska. As they traveled to and from the Klondike, women followed routes that 

meandered through much o f the Alaska territory. The majority o f women going to the 

Klondike started on the Pacific Coast and from jumping off points in California, Oregon, 

Washington, or Vancouver, Canada, made their way by boat up the Inside Passage to 

Skagway or Dyea, from where either the Deadhorse Trail or the Chilkoot Trail took gold 

seekers north to Dawson. From Dawson, men and women could take boats down the 

Yukon River to Alaska communities such as Circle City, Eagle, Rampart, and Nome. 

Others came to Alaska by the Bering Sea, traveling by boat along the coast to reach St.

15 Melanie Mayer, Klondike Women: True Tales o f  the 1897-98 G old Rush ("Athens: Swallow  
Press/University o f  Ohio Press, 1989), 11-12.



Michael or Nome. Many o f the women who came to Alaska and spent time in the 

developing gold mining communities shared their insights and experiences in writing 

with a public interested in learning about life on the Alaska frontier. However, little 

attention has been paid to those accounts in publications about the gold rush era in 

comparison to the literature of Dawson and the Klondike.

One could argue that the boundaries between Alaska and the Klondike were fluid 

because of the ease in traveling between the two regions, and many o f those who moved 

back and forth were stampeders looking for gold. But the Alaskan gold rush period has 

not been explored in the same depth as that of its neighbor. It may be that the Klondike 

stampede is perceived as American history because of the vast number o f Americans who 

flooded into Canada in search of gold and because the main entry into the Klondike was 

through Alaska towns. It might also be that historians could not discern differences 

between one lesser known mining community and another, so they dwelled on 

completing the picture of the Klondike, which so captured the public’s imagination and 

was unlike previous gold rushes in terms of the numbers of people who participated. 

Whatever the reasoning, the lack o f scholarship and analysis of mining communities that 

developed during the Alaska gold rush era creates an opportunity for exploration and 

understanding of the social conditions and experiences o f men and women who 

participated. By delving into the motivations and experiences of women in Alaska mining 

camps and towns, readers gain understanding of the social, economic and political 

conditions of the time and an appreciation of how their experiences in turn shaped their 

lives. With the inclusion o f women’s experiences during the Alaska gold rush, historians

15



will better understand the similarities and differences between women who lived in the 

northern gold fields and women who participated in previous gold rush frontiers.

The inclusion of a variety of voices and perspectives of those involved in a 

particular era provides a rich and complex history as opposed to a narrow understanding 

of the human experience. This sentiment has been argued repeatedly by social historians 

wishing to fill out the historical record for many periods in history. Susan Armitage, 

whose research focuses on the presence of women on the western frontier, illustrated how 

perspectives o f a time period can vary widely depending upon who is retelling the 

history. Men and women experienced life differently because o f their gender, social 

status, economic status, race, or their chosen professions. As one examines history one 

must keep in mind whose; history is being told, and by whom, as the historical figures’ 

positions in society might not have allowed them to participate in the same ways as 

members o f other groups. Naske and Slotnick’s Alaska: History o f  the 49th State, for 

example, which has been used as a textbook on Alaska history, mentions little of women 

even being in the territory as men were mining and establishing mining camps in the 

Alaska wilderness.16 Owing to their omission, readers fail to develop an understanding of 

the day to day lives of men and women living in Alaska and their personal struggles that 

helped define the rules and laws of the territory. By focusing only on men’s mining, 

labor, and construction, readers comprehend little more than Alaska’s economical 

development, not the joys, sacrifices and experiences of people who, through their

16 Claus M Naske and Herman Slotnick, Alaska: A H istory o f  the 49th State ( Norman :University o f  
Oklahoma Press: 1987), 80.
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everyday actions, desires, and activities, contributed to Alaska’s development in the early 

twentieth century. To ignore the components of everyday life diminishes the personal 

involvement of individuals and how their lives defined the region.

Women’s historical presence in Alaska through the early twentieth century is 

almost non-existent in scholarly writing. Because of the lack of scholarship regarding 

women in the north, myths have developed that currently define discussions about their 

lives in Alaska. Most accounts of women in the north begin by defending women, stating 

that those present were not all dancehall girls or prostitutes.17 This defense against the 

myth seems counterproductive, giving it more weight than it deserves and in fact helping 

continue its propagation. It would better serve the history o f women in Alaska and the 

discussion of their lives to either explore prostitution head on, as Lael Morgan did in her 

book The Good Time Girls, or to focus instead on the women who were not involved 

with vice. Consistently revisiting the myth of women mainly as dancehall girls or sexual 

workers in Alaska and the Klondike hinders analysis of other themes that might provide 

greater insight into the lives of women who filled a myriad of roles in developing 

communities on the frontier. Morgan’s book provided an excellent analysis of the lives of 

dancehall girls and prostitutes in an effort to go beyond the stereotypes and myths of 

women’s lives.

17

l7Barbara Kelcey, Lost in the Rush: The Forgotten Women o f  the Klondike Stampede (M.A. thesis, 
Victoria: University o f  Victoria: 1989), 9 and Carolyn Moore, Representation and Remuneration: White 
Women Working in the Klondike G old  Rush (1887-1899) and the D ecade Following (1900-1910) (M.A. 
thesis, Toronto: University o f  Toronto: 1994), 1.



Like the myth of the western frontier, the focus on dance hall girls and red light 

districts was spurred by the glorification of the gold rush in popular films and fictional 

accounts which focused on the more exotic, and seamier, sides o f life. Hollywood often 

inserted a Wild West flavor within the northern context. Often the imagery presented the 

good woman/bad woman duality and stereotypes of groups who were not Caucasian. 

These imagined scenarios can be found in contemporary Alaska festivities such as the 

Golden Days celebration in Fairbanks, Alaska, each July, which marks the gold-rush 

founding of the city by Felix Pedro, an Italian immigrant who struck gold in the hills 

outside of town. One of the main highlights of Golden Days is the “jail” full of dance hall 

girls and cowboys who hold parking lot shoot-outs and can-can dances in local venues. 

Although this scenario was not in any way part of Fairbanks’ history and is more o f a 

blend of Hollywood Wild West depictions, it is considered an integral part of the 

celebration.

The myths of women in Alaska and the Klondike did not arise from women’s 

writing during the period. Nor were they grounded in newspaper reports or published 

autobiographies. These publications illustrated that women were an integral part of 

community life. Stories in the press outlined white women’s meetings, charity work, and 

birth announcements, as well as describing women running boarding houses, laundries, 

and other businesses. These ventures were often started with their husbands, other 

women, or sometimes by themselves. If a woman did have gold fever, there were few 

opportunities for her to engage in such work because of social constrictions regarding 

women doing hard labor. Therefore, women often created their own money-making

18



opportunities, offering sought after services in the developing communities such as 

sewing, laundry, restaurant meals, or rooms to rent. Not everyone heeded social 

constraints, however, and occasionally women initiated their own mining ventures.18

One woman who lived in Alaska before the major Klondike rush was Anna 

DeGraf, who in 1892 sold her Seattle business, packed her sewing machine and traveled 

to Alaska to look for her son who had disappeared on his way to the gold fields in 

Alaska.19 In Pioneering on the Yukon 1892-1917, Anna provided a fascinating history of 

her experiences traveling the Chilkoot Trail and the Yukon River to reach Circle City, 

Alaska. Her life story demonstrated the ability of women to create successful businesses 

in a land typically portrayed as a challenging environment as well as illustrated how 

women filled important social functions such as providing advice, dispute resolution, and 

in some cases serving as matchmakers within small communities. DeGraf s description of 

her life and feelings about Alaska demonstrated how adventure and the lure of the north 

were major reasons for going to Alaska and for returning. “I was very restless and 

dissatisfied in San Francisco. The North had cast a spell on me. Now that I had seen my 

daughter, I was ready to go back.”20

The north provided an outlet for women to experience something entirely new and 

to carve out a life for themselves in a way they could not have envisioned in their former

19

18“Women are Quartz Miners- Ms. Taylor o f  Fairbanks on Engineer Creek,” Fairbanks D aily News, 
November 30, 1908, p 1.
19 Anna DeGraf, Pioneering on the Yukon 1892-1917  (Hamden: Archon Books, 1992), 3.
20 Ibid., 47.



surroundings. Emily Craig Romig, who came to the Klondike with her husband, 

illustrated this point in her book, A Pioneer Woman in Alaska. “My husband read every 

word about the gold fields and at night would talk about the reports of the gold in Alaska, 

and when he was at work I would read the same pages and thrill at the stories.” 21

Emily and her husband joined the stampede to the Klondike and although they 

“both caught the gold fever— and that is no childhood disease either”22 they never did 

“strike it rich.” However, Emily provided examples o f the complementary relationships 

of men and women in Alaska in terms of their tasks. Like DeGraf, Romig depicted living 

in the north in terms of its difficulties, but without suggesting it was a negative 

experience. Instead, DeGraf and Romig’s stories showed gratification in the adventure 

and how they were able to rise to the challenges while learning life lessons along the 

way. Anna DeGraf described an incident in Circle City in the winter of 1894 when a man 

demanded a tent she was making before she delivered it to the Northern Commercial 

Company, from whom he was to purchase it. He locked her in her cabin as she worked, 

but DeGraf found a way out of the situation.

I went over to the door and appeared surprised to find it locked, and said 

that if  I didn’t have some wood to keep up my fire I could not finish the 

tent for the Company, and asked him to open the door. He stood glaring at 

me, then finally unlocked the door. We went out to my woodpile, and

20

21 Emily Craig Romig, A Pioneer Woman in Alaska (Caldwell: The Caxton Printers Ltd., 1948), 18.
22 Ibid.



when he stooped to pick up some wood, I grabbed a heavy stick and as he 

straightened up I struck him across the face with all my might. The roar of 

rage he gave brought men from the neighboring cabins; first they stuck 

their heads out of the door, then came over to see what was going on. I 

shouted to them, “Boys, come out and look at the man who barred my 

door, and see what he got for it.” Then the men crowded around, but this 

miner pushed his way through them and disappeared, swearing he would 

get even with me. I said to him, “Now you go back to the creek and tell 

the miners that the dressmaker gave you a licking for not behaving 

yourself.”23

Women were always present throughout the development of mining camps and 

towns that sprouted up in proximity to prospecting sites. Within these communities men 

and women worked, started businesses, and created social atmospheres. White women 

were not the only ones in these small settlements, as miners often married Alaska Native 

women and started families. Alaska Native women rarely described their own personal 

experiences through diaries or other personal writing but are often mentioned by non- 

Native men and women in their recollections and described as being supportive of their 

white husbands in their ventures.24 The personal histories of the Native women who 

married prospectors could provide insight into how women felt about their life 

experiences and could inform readers on the social functions and interactions between

21

23 DeGraf, 29.
24 Ibid., 21.



different racial groups and what issues arose from that interaction. Like the inclusion of 

white women’s experiences, Native women’s stories would provide a richer 

understanding of the period.

Women’s participation in Alaska mining communities proved just as substantial 

as that of their male counterparts, and their descriptions and interpretations of their 

experiences provide readers with personal insight into conditions in Alaska in the early 

20th century. Addie Rieck’s unpublished travel letter is the only known personal history 

available regarding travel to the Innoko mining district and Ophir. Little literature is 

available on the region aside from United States Geological Reports, newspaper reports 

from the period, and the occasional publication which outlines the history of the area in 

general terms but rarely introduces new material or analysis. The diary o f Addie Rieck 

offers a glimpse into what travel was like for men and women in 1910 as well as her 

observations and personal feelings as she traveled from Seattle to her new home in Ophir, 

located in the newly settled Innoko mining district.

22
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Chapter Two: History of the Innoko Mining District, 1906-1910

Addie’s travel letter describes how she and her husband reached the Innoko, but 

there is relatively little published information on the area itself. The stampedes to Ganes 

Creek and Ophir Creek in the Innoko mining district were two o f the last occurring in a 

string of Alaska gold strikes in the early 1900s. Ganes Creek and Ophir Creek are 

branches o f the headwaters of the larger Innoko River which is located in southwest 

Alaska, northwest o f McGrath and Takotna.25 [Figure 2. Map of Iditarod, Kuskokwim, 

and Innoko, detail.] Much prospecting was taking place throughout Alaska. With 

prospectors searching through Alaska driven by the desire to find the next big strike, it 

was only a matter of time before they discovered the isolated region. In 1906, Thomas

Ganes, F.C.H. Spencer, Mike Roke, and John Maki discovered placer gold on Ganes

26Creek. The four partners were prospecting in the nearby Kuskokwim River area when 

they moved north into the headwater territory of the Innoko River. The swampy land and 

thick mosquitoes made travel and prospecting difficult. While working on the Innoko 

River, men discovered traces of gold and with some searching finally located Discovery, 

the point o f a rich gold strike, on Ganes Creek, about 10 miles from its mouth.27 In the 

fall of 1906, with winter imminent and little on hand in terms of food supplies, the miners

25 “Ganes Creek” is also listed as “Gaines Creek” in many written reports and letters. For the purpose o f  
this paper the spelling o f  Ganes is used as it reflects the spelling o f  Thomas Ganes.
26 A.G. Maddren, The Innoko G old-Placer D istrict Alaska, With Accounts o f  the Central Kuskokwim  
Valley and the Ruby Creek and G old  Hill Placers. Washington: Department o f  the Interior United States 
Geological Survey, Bulletin 410, Government Printing Office, 1910, 21.
27 Maddren, 21.



left Ganes Creek and returned to the Kuskokwim Valley in hopes of replenishing their

provisions.
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Food was short in the Kuskokwim area as well, and, when they realized they would be 

unable to locate enough to sustain them through the winter on Ganes, they traced their 

way back to their claims, from where they moved down the Innoko River to communities 

on the Yukon. Having secured sufficient provisions, they returned to Ganes Creek in the 

winter of 1906-07, hauling their supplies on sleds behind them.28 From their visits to the 

Kuskokwim and Yukon villages, news quickly spread o f their strike. By February and 

March of 1907, prospectors from various scattered points in the upper Kuskokwim 

Valley and Nulato on the Yukon River rushed to the Innoko to stake claims.29

During the winter of 1906-07, news of the strike arrived in Fairbanks and Nome, 

starting a spring stampede when river navigation was possible. Approximately 1,000 

stampeders arrived from Nome and Fairbanks to file claims on the creek.30 Most of those 

who arrived that summer found that the entirety of Ganes Creek was staked from its 

source to its mouth, along with all of the benches, although the benches were staked 

“more as a last resort by those who arrived late to get creek claims” than by any 

consideration of their potential pay in gold.31 With the end o f summer, many of the new 

arrivals became discouraged and returned to Fairbanks or Nome. Not only were the most 

promising sites taken, but the land around Ganes Creek was very wet and difficult to

25



32  •mine. There was also very little timber suitable for building cabins or sluice boxes, and 

this proved to be a challenge for any large scale settlement in the area.33 Given these 

conditions, it was easier to return to Fairbanks and Nome, both o f which had enough 

supplies and housing to ensure a comfortable winter.

The roughly 150 people who stayed on Ganes Creek that winter built cabins and 

continued sinking mining shafts through the permafrost to reach the bedrock below. 

Sinking shafts in the winter was difficult and labor-intensive work, as miners worked by 

stacking brush on top o f the ground, burning it to melt the earth below, and then scraping 

off the soil into piles so that it could be run through sluice boxes in the summer. A few 

had boilers that they used to the same effect [Figure 3. Mining].

The maintenance of food supplies was challenging. Aside from the small amount 

of supplies brought into the area by individual miners, the main re-supply points were 

larger villages and camps on the distant Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers. Attempting to 

live off wildlife in the Innoko was difficult, as game was sparse, with few moose in the 

area and limited numbers of caribou and ptarmigan.34

26

32 Hazel Lindberg Collection, 1898-1973 [hereafter cited as HLC-Reick], University o f  Alaska Fairbanks 
Archives, University o f  Alaska Fairbanks, Box No. 7, Folder 4. Interview with John Rieck, September 
1952, 10.
33 Maddren, 28.
34 Ibid., 29



Figure 3. M in in g . On back, “S cotty  A uld  on the w in d lass at B . .. Cr -  T o lsto i -  John R ieck  in the h o le- 5 0 ’ to  bedrock -  Had good  pay  
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However, even with these challenges, prospectors’ work continued, and in 

January, 1908, news of good returns was reported on Ophir Creek, 30 miles away from 

Ganes. Many of those working on Ganes “dropped everything”35 and rushed over to 

stake a claim. By the end of February all but three or four o f the 150 who had been 

working on Ganes had moved to Ophir.36 In the spring o f 1908, the stampeders laid out 

the town site for Ophir.37

Despite the spotty reports being sent from the Innoko district and the limited 

amount of gold discovered there, the spring of 1908 saw Fairbanks riverboat steamers the 

Delta, the Luella, and the Florence S  booked to capacity and loaded with cargo destined 

for the Innoko region. The Fairbanks Weekly News reported that “All of the steamer 

space on the Florence S  has been sold, and the passenger and freight lists on the Little 

Delta and Luella are fast being reserved. Poling boats are getting ready.”38 The Florence 

S  alone carried 72 tons of freight for the new area, and the Fairbanks Weekly News 

reported, “As a rule, those engaging passage are taking along plenty of provisions for 

several months’ work. The fact that provisions and supplies are scarce in the Innoko is 

well known in mining circles so that people are not going in there with their eyes shut.”39 

The energy and excitement of the new rush was palpable in the news reports. The stories 

made it apparent that miners and business owners were hungry for a new gold strike.

35 HLC,-Stiegler, 22.
36 Ibid., 23
37 HLC-Reick, 10.
38 “Innoko Stampede is about to Commence,” Fairbanks Weekly News, May 15, 1908, 1.
39 Ibid.



For those in the Innoko area the arrival of the three steamers loaded with goods 

mid be good news, as there had been considerable hardship with little food for the 

>ple there or for their animals. As Jack Steigler, John Rieck’s partner on Ophir Creek, 

ollected, “there had been a shortage of feed for mules and man in there [Ganes and 

fir] as the expected boats [from the previous spring] could not get in[.] [And] we 

red our oatmeal and cereals with the mules until we too were short[,] but they starved 

eath before the boats brought in hay.”40

The Delta, heading for the Innoko in May of 1908, was loaded with “a large 

her of passengers. Among them are well known names and others who have 

peded to every new camp in Alaska,” reported the Fairbanks Daily News 41 The list 

ose traveling included Frank Berry, William Barrett, Sam Sanderson, and a variety 

her men who had made their fortunes either through mining or businesses in Alaska, 

mgh there were already people in the area, those traveling there in May 1908 had 

;hts on how the new camp should be established to avoid problems encountered in 

inks. “The old sourdoughs who have booked passage on the three steamers now 

uled to sail are already discussing plans about regulating the camp after they arrive 

ground in such a way as to avoid the evils which have cursed this camp 

anks] and caused so much litigation and confusion.”42 The litigation referenced a 

;ase in 1906 brought by James Causten against E.T. Barnett demanding a share of

Lindberg Collection, Box 7, Folder 6, Archives, Alaska and Polar Regions Collections, Rasmuson
University o f  Alaska Fairbanks. Interview with Jack Stiegler, n.d., 22-23.
leaded for Innoko,” Fairbanks Weekly, May 15, 1908, p. 1.



Barnett’s wealth based on a contract from 1901 when Causten helped Barnett reach the 

Alaska interior and set up his trading post.43

Throughout the summer, reports flowed across the territory describing the 

exploration in the Innoko region, either praising or dismissing the area’s potential gold 

prospects. The Fairbanks Daily News and The Nome Daily Nugget published frequent, 

often contradictory reports based on letters and eyewitness reports from prospectors and 

businessmen whose histories o f following gold discoveries across the territory gave them 

credibility. Before the rivers were free of ice and open for navigation each spring, letters 

from the Innoko could take up to two months to reach their intended recipients, and when 

the letters were received, they were often published verbatim for the Fairbanks reading 

public. These reports ranged from the “Innoko is O K”44 to much stronger sentiments of 

how the region was shaping up, as reported in the Fairbanks Daily News: ‘“ It’s a good 

looking country to sink holes in, all right,’ said Mr. Clark, ‘and the same can be said of 

any part of Alaska. I am telling you the straight of it for I do not want to see people rush 

in there. However, if  men are well heeled with money or outfits they are welcome to 

have a try, but they will find even then that the hardships are much greater than they 

expected.’”45 For miners and businessmen there was so much excitement and desire for

43 Terrence Cole, C rooked Past (Fairbanks: University o f  Alaska Press, 1991), 101.
44 “Innoko “O K” Says Martin- One o f  Proprietors o f  California Writes Partner,” Fairbanks D aily News, 
June 17, 1908, 3.
45 “Innoko Reports Conflict: Captain Smythe o f  the Florence S, Thinks W ell o f  the District -  Has Interests 
in Claims Which His Partners Say Will Net Him $100,000 -  D.G. Clarke, Who Has Been in For Some 
Time, Thinks Country D oesn’t Amount to Much,” Fairbanks D aily News, June 21, 1908, 1.



the next big strike that people rushed to the sites of new discoveries, despite cautionary 

words such as these from Mr. Clark.

It was not until spring navigation opened and boats reached the Innoko regularly 

that the stories reached Fairbanks more frequently, but even then they could be 

conflicting, depending on who provided the information. Headlines often blared one 

view or the other, such as “Innoko Gets Unfair Kick: Ed Lord Protests Against 

Denunciations o f Men Who Do Not Know.”46 Two years later, Addie and John would 

come upon Ed Lord’s grave marker and she would note in her travel letter that he had 

committed suicide.

Even with open river traffic, the mail could take considerable time to reach its 

destination, as is evidenced by a letter published in the Fairbanks Weekly News on May 

29, 1908, from H. Hutchinson to Tony Mainville, dated March 30: “There will be 

freighters to meet the first boats, as there is no grub or anything else here and we are 

badly in need o f many necessities. Be sure you mark anything you send well, as freight 

will be thrown off somewhere on the river bank when the steamers reach the highest 

point they find it will be possible to navigate.”47 Messages like Mr. Mainville’s 

demonstrate the two month delay in mail delivery and how haphazard the mail and 

freight delivery could be for those in the Innoko, as deliveries times depended entirely on 

river conditions.

46 ’’Innoko Gets Unfair Kick,” Fairbanks Daily News, June 16, 1908, p. 1.
47 “More N ew s o f  the Diggings on Innoko,” Fairbanks Weekly News, May 29, 1908, p. 3.



Before Ophir was founded, several camps were established in the Innoko region, 

and those who built each hoped it would be the center of commerce. As reported by the 

Fairbanks Daily News on June 10, 1908, Simmel City, McCann City, Florence City, and 

Innoko City were all points where steamboats landed their cargoes,48 the term “city” 

being a very loose description of these quickly established camps in the scant forests on 

the Innoko River. Innoko City, located at the mouth of the Ditna River, was the major 

center for approximately a year. Established in the summer o f 1907, Innoko City was 

thought to be the upstream limit o f summer steamboat navigation. Several log buildings 

were constructed, the Northern Commercial Company established a post and post office, 

a saw mill began production, and a newspaper, The Innoko Miner, began printing.49

It was thought that Innoko City could serve the mining communities on the 

nearby creeks and that it would become a large commercial center. In June 1908, the 

Fairbanks Daily News reported triumphantly in an article headline, “Innoko City Capital 

of Innoko District,” but a letter from Billy Barrett provided a much more modest forecast: 

“It is believed that the Innoko will eventually make a camp, but it will not be without the 

expenditure o f a great deal of time, money, grub, and hard work.”50 On June 15, 1908, 

the returning Luella carried news that aside from low provisions, the area seemed to be 

doing well and “there were about 200 people at Innoko City, and it was a very busy

48 “Innoko Reports Conflict,” Fairbanks Daily News, June 21, 1908, p. 1.
49 Ibid.
50 “Innoko City Capital o f  Innoko District,” Fairbanks Weekly News, June 8, 1908,p. 1.



place. People were cutting logs, building cabins, and a surveyor was at work laying out 

the streets.”51

Reports in the Fairbanks Daily News indicate the population of Innoko City 

reached 500 at the height of the summer of 1908. However, by that fall the camp was 

being abandoned, and even the Innoko Miner ceased production, the owners having 

announced their move back to Fairbanks.52 Reports from returning miners, whose 

opinions were respected, said the “finds there were exaggerated,” and F. A. Hammers, 

“well known operator on Dome Creek” outside of Fairbanks, wrote in a telegram to S. A. 

Bonnifield of the First National Bank of Fairbanks, “On way back. Innoko far from a 

camp. Exaggerated almost beyond belief. Four thousand dollars fair estimate of output 

this spring. Stampeders are mostly all on their way.” 54 Innoko City collapsed due to the 

difficulty in reaching Ophir and Ganes, both of which were several hundred miles away 

by river. Once Innoko City collapsed, the center of trade moved first to Moore City 

located on Ganes Creek and then later to Ophir Creek, which was considered the best 

paying of the creeks in the area.

Like so many other stampedes, the rush to the Ganes Creek area was short lived, 

illustrating how fleeting many discoveries and newly established communities could be. 

A town such as Innoko City could rise and fall in a year, even with apparently large

51 “Luella Back from Innoko,” Fairbanks D aily News, June 15, 1908, p. 3.
52 “Innoko Loses its First Newspaper,” Fairbanks Daily News, September 7, 1908, p. 2.
53 “Innoko Find Is Exaggerated: Andrew Nelson, After Three Months’ Investigation Passes Judgment,” 
Fairbanks D aily News, June 29, 1908, p. 1.
54 “Back from the Innoko: Dome Creek Operator, Who Went Down with Delta is Returning,” Fairbanks 
Daily News, June 23, 1908, 3.



financial support. The short-lived camps and towns also illustrate the optimism that the 

next strike would be as rich as those of the Klondike and Nome and could potentially be 

the site o f a major center o f development. Today many of these camps and towns only 

exist in the written accounts of those who traveled in the area— either in personal journals 

or in published newspaper accounts. Ophir, unlike all the other hastily established 

camps, was one o f the only that lasted more than a few years owing to its proximity to the 

gold bearing streams.

Like all the previous camps before it, Ophir was difficult to reach by steamboat 

because of the low water levels in the Innoko River for most o f the summer months. 

Newspapers reported the difficulties in navigating many o f Alaska’s rivers, as boats 

typically could not reach their intended destinations by mid-summer and had to leave 

their freight and passengers 25 or more miles away.55 In the Innoko, boats with low 

drafts could travel as far as Dishkaket, a nearby Native village on the main channel of the 

Innoko River, and supplies and people had to travel on to Ophir overland with their gear 

or by horse-towed or hand-poled a barge up the winding river [Figure 4. Horse-towed 

freight scow]. By river Ophir was approximately 190 miles from Dishkaket, and getting 

there required poling the boat upriver by hand, as John and Addie did. Overland, through 

the mosquitoes and hummocky ground, the trek was 55 miles.56 Travel to and from 

neighboring camps and towns was easier during the winter months, as was delivering the

34

55 “Florence S from Innoko: Brings Number o f  Returning Stampeders- Very Little Change in Section- 
Innoko River Very Low,” Fairbanks D aily News, July 11, 1908, p. 1.
56 Maddren, 36.



mail. During the summer the mosquitoes were “reported as ‘thick as hairs on a dog’s 

back’ ” and “[mosquito] netting was in good demand.”57

The stampede to the Innoko mining district illustrates how desperate residents of 

Alaska were for the next big gold discovery. Mining camps and towns rose and fell 

within a matter of months. Sometimes important factors in the establishment of a camp 

were its accessibility and the amount of gold it produced. The Innoko later saw the 

founding of Iditarod, a stampede which Addie Rieck described in her travel letter. Ophir 

remained a small camp throughout its history, with its population peaking at 600-700 in 

1910.58 Mining in the area continued, but the population dwindled. By 1942 when the 

United States government ordered closed all gold mining operations, and all machinery 

not in use was shipped to Fairbanks, Ophir had been abandoned.

57 “Innoko Find Is Exaggerated: Andrew Nelson, After Three Months’ Investigation Passes Judgment,” 
Fairbanks D aily News, June 29, 1908, p. 1.
58 Donald Orth, Dictionary o f  Alaska Placenames (Washington: U.S. Geological Suvey, Paper 567, 
Government Printing Office, 1967), 443.



Figure 4. Horse-towed freight scows arriving at town of Ophir on Upper Innoko River from Dishkaket. Lower 
Yukon, Alaska. June 24, 1910. Photograph by A.G. Maddren. U.S. Geological Survey Photographic Library.
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Chapter Three: Addie and John Rieck Travel to Ophir

Addie’s trip to Alaska in 1910 with her husband John was her first to the territory. 

Her day-by-day journal, begun on the first day of her voyage, allowed her family 

members to share her experiences on her trip by reading of the sights and events that she 

related. The journal, written in ink, is small and would have easily fit into a small bag or 

pocket. Her handwriting fills the 48-pages entirely, using even the backs of the pages to 

continue her narrative. The handwriting is clear and easy to read, with only a few areas 

marred by damage that renders the cursive undecipherable. Her writing contains a few 

grammatical and spelling errors along with some apparent shorthand for common words 

or ideas. She writes about every day she travels, including descriptions of her 

environment, activities, and interactions with her fellow travelers [Figure 5. First page].

Bom in Hutton Valley, Missouri, in 1879, Cinthia “Addie” Henry Rieck was the 

third eldest of eight children. Addie’s parents, Margaret and James Henry, originally 

from Tennessee, migrated to Missouri in 1884, where the promise o f excellent farmland 

drew many. There is little information of Addie Henry’s life in Missouri, aside from her 

careers as both a teacher and a post master as an adult.59 However, one can infer from the 

descriptions of Missouri farm life during the late 1800s that there was considerable work 

required for the family to manage a farm, process food for the family, and to help

59 “To Alaska as Bride 32 Years Ago, Returns for First Visit: Mrs. John Rieck, Former Peace Valley 
School Teacher, Tells o f  Rearing Children on Windswept Ice Wastes While Husband Engaged in Gold 
Mining. Conducted Her Own Sunday School, Grade and High School. Work Dogs Were Children’s 
Playmates. Sled Trails Only Roads For Many Years, but Family N ow  Hops Hundreds o f  Miles to 
Anchorage and Fairbanks in M odem Airplanes.” West Plains D aily Quill, approximate date 
November/early December 1941. This is in the personal collection o f  the author and is a period newspaper 
clipping without date information attached. The author is unable to locate a full citation at this time.
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Figure 5. First page Addie Henry Reick Diary, 1910, Western Historical 
ManuscriptCollection-Columbia, Columbia, Missouri, Collection 556, 
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maintain the household.60 Addie was 30 years old on November 17, 1909, when she 

married John Rieck [Figure 6. John and Addie Rieck]. There are no records o f how they 

met, and Addie does not clarify the point to readers in her writings. However, John’s 

family farmed in the region as well, and they possibly met through their shared 

community. Their wedding followed a twelve-year courtship, during the majority of 

which John mined in Alaska.61 Within five months of the marriage, Addie and John left 

for Alaska, far from her family and their farming lifestyle. Addie’s husband, John Rieck, 

was well established as a prospector by the time he married Addie and brought her north 

to his mining claim on #10 Ophir Creek, in the small mining camp of Ophir, Alaska.62 

Bom in Rastede, Oldenburg, Germany, on November 10, 1871, he was the second oldest 

of nine children. The city of Rastede was the center of a largely agricultural area where 

John’s father, Johann Rieck, was a farmer. About 1882, at the height of German 

immigration to the United States, Johann Rieck, his wife Helena and their four young 

children immigrated to Stewardsville, Missouri, just outside of St. Joseph. They later 

moved east to Birch Tree, Missouri, to continue farming and raising their family. Like 

many German settlers, they suffered hardships, and three of their children died between 

1883 and 1884. Within another ten years, Johann also died.63 Helena and the rest of the

60 Marilyn Holt, Linoleum, Better Babies and the Modern Farm Woman, 1890-1930  (Lincoln: University o f  
Nebraska, 2005), 18.
61 West Plains D aily Quill.n.d.
62 The name Ophir was after the city that provided the gold for the Temple o f  Solomon. It was perhaps a 
bit lofty for the small community which never achieved higher than mining camp status.
63 Robin Burnett and Ken Luebbering, German Settlement in Missouri: New Land, O ld  Ways (Columbia: 
University o f  Missouri Press, 1996), 37-39.
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Figure 6. John and Addie Rieck, wedding portrait. They were married 
November 17, 1909, in Missouri. Personal collection of the author.
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Rieck family stayed in Missouri farming, but for the young John, farming 

apparently did not hold same allure.64

By the time John was in his late teens, he took a job with a railroad and later 

moved west to Montana, where he worked in mining on Snowshoe Gulch, near Blackfoot 

City. It was there that he learned how to drift mine and work open cut sluicing.65 John 

later moved to California Bar, outside of Leesburg, Idaho, where he worked in gold 

placer mining and “hydraslucing” for wages.66 With John’s gold mining experiences it 

must have seemed divine providence when the news of the Klondike hit newspapers in 

July of 1897 and people read the descriptions of the steamers Excelsior and Portland 

arriving in Seattle and San Francisco, loaded with literally tons of raw gold. John was 

then 26 and, driven by desire for gold and adventure, he struck out for the Klondike.67 

He traveled to Dawson and later to Nome in 1899, and finally he followed a stampede to 

the Innoko mining district where he continued to mine until he traveled south in 1909 to 

marry Addie and bring her north.

Like thousands o f travelers to the Alaska gold fields, Addie and John departed 

from a Seattle pier in 1910. Addie described the scene as they were waiting to board the

64 US Bureau o f  the Census, 1900 Census o f  the United States, Montier Township, Shannon County, Series 
T623, Roll 903, p 227. National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C. Helena is listed 
as head o f  household with occupation as farmer. Also listed are two o f  her sons, listed as “farm labor,” a 
daughter, and a young son.
65 HLC-Reick., 1.
66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
68 HLC-Steigler, 23.



42

Jefferson, “quite a crowd at the wharf but I only saw four familiar faces.”69 Friends of 

John’s from Nome, Mr. and Mrs. McLeeland, and Mrs. Clayton were there to see the 

newlyweds off. Unlike new travelers to Alaska, John had lived in Alaska 13 years, and 

during his travels outside the territory he often met others he had known in the gold 

fields. This must have put Addie somewhat at ease, knowing that there often would be 

acquaintances or friends along the route. It certainly could have lessened the anxiety of 

traveling to a new home so far away. Encountering friends and acquaintances of John’s 

along the way also illustrates how, although Alaska and the Klondike brought thousands

i
of people north (most o f whom left shortly after arriving), a camaraderie formed among ' 1 i i

2 S№
uuthe men and women who stayed and lent to sense of community among those who stayed

- 1! iMt
ill

and returned. Mrs. Clayton, Addie explained, was “a partner with us, owning one
e  3

third” of John and Addie’s mining venture. Miners often pooled their resources to .1 ,
sf O
Hill ,

support their operations. With financial backers, it was possible for the miner, or group

of miners, each of whom had modest means, to buy enough supplies and materials to
%

attempt their venture. John Rieck also partnered with two other men in the Innoko 

mining district, so not only did he have outside backing, but he was involved directly 

with two other men in working their mine on Ophir. Addie did not clarify Mrs. Clayton’s 

funding involvement or include any further information about her, but one can surmise 

that the family back home knew of this arrangement and perhaps of Mrs. Clayton, given 

that Addie did not elaborate.

69 Rieck, 1.
70 Ibid, 2.
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The wharf likely teamed with people, yet Addie only partially described the scene, 

apparently eager to be on board and to start north. Along with Addie and John Rieck 

there were 143 other passengers on the Jefferson.71 Part o f the group was “the U.S.

Surveyors.. .and they are in high glee. Most of them are young fellows. One tall fellow 

they call ‘Shorty.’ They are going in to survey and clear the line between Alaska and

72Canada.” As the voyage began, it was much like any other voyage; for instance, the 

crew performed a fire drill and encouraged passengers to try on life preservers. Addie 

described how one woman “began to put the life preserver on backwards,” obviously 

amused by the sight.
. in

Addie and John’s steamship sailed by small towns in Southeast Alaska, and Addie
&
vj!

was taken with the landscape, writing that the “scenery here is fine.” She described the

Perhaps because of the small size of her book, Addie did not include extensive 

details in her entries, yet one can read between the lines. Cursory descriptions of her 

fellow passengers revealed Addie’s feelings concerning their actions or interactions with 

her and others. For instance she wrote that Mrs. Smidts had “two little boys.. .they are 

about two of the meanest kids I ever saw” and mentioned “three young ladies, two Finns.

Apparently the weather was sunny, as Addie wrote, “I’ve stayed out on deck most of the 

time and the result [is] I have a bad case of sun bum.75

snow capped mountains which in some places almost reached to the water’s edge.74

71ARD, 1.
72 Ibid., 2.
73 Ibid., 3
74 ARD, 3.
75 Ibid.
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They are very quite [sic], but the other young lady, Miss Galligher, is having a time 

flirting with the surveyors.”76 O f the other passengers, only one, Mr. Nicholson, with 

whom John had come out o f Alaska the previous fall, was traveling to Ophir.77

For those traveling on the Jefferson music and dancing was provided every 

evening, and even the captain, “a jolly fellow,” would join in the festivities.78 Addie did 

not tell her readers about her actions or whether she and John participated. Overall, she 

wrote little o f John in the beginning of her letter, perhaps because o f the newness of her 

surroundings and the excitement of being on their way north. It may also have been that 

her family, to whom the letter would eventually be sent, knew John well so there was no 

reason to discuss his attitudes or describe what he was doing. Yet this pattern of 

infrequently referring to family members and close friends is not uncommon in women’s 

diaries. Often their writings reflect on their own personal interactions and impressions, 

rather than on other specific individuals. This pattern can be found in diaries of women 

traveling westward during the earlier part of the 1800s and was not unique to women’s 

writings from the gold rush period.

The Jefferson traveled up Alaska’s Inside Passage and stopped in ports along the 

way, such as Ketchikan, Wrangel, and Juneau. Addie described how they were able to 

visit the towns and take in the sights when the ship anchored. Just outside of Ketchikan, 

they docked at Lake Bay and visited a cannery where “the workmen, mostly 

Chinese.. .were cutting tin in sheets, some were cutting the ends of the cans. Some were

76 Ibid.
77 Ibid., 4
78 Ibid.



45

soldering, and some were taking the finished cans away. They weren’t canning fish.” 

Addie described only the work of the canners and nothing about the Chinese workers or 

their conditions. As they visited other ports, such as Wrangel, she mentioned the 

standing totem poles and “how they are all kinds o f hideous looking things.” One can 

infer her relief in her comment, “the two mean kids got off here.”79

As the trip continued through the Inside Passage, Addie wrote of the diminishing 

number o f women on board ship. By the sixth day, when they stopped at Juneau,

Douglas, and Fort Seward in Haines, Addie wrote that there was “only one woman left on 

board, and she has a sick baby and stays in her room,” hinting at her loneliness without 

other women’s company.80 This is a reoccurring theme within her letter; after they 

arrived in Whitehorse she often noted the number of women she encountered and their 

activities, suggesting her need for female companionship.

Addie and John reached Skagway on May 6 and were processed by Canadian 

customs, which involved “ .. .a lot of red tape to go thru [sic]. Our baggage has to go thru 

in bond or the customs officers will examine it and charge duty on all new goods.”81 

They stayed only a short time before boarding the White Pass and Yukon Railroad to 

Whitehorse. The WP &Y Railroad followed along the high mountain passes of the 

original White Pass Trail, also known as the “Deadhorse Trail,” which early stampeders 

used to reach Dawson. Referring to one of the most gruesome aspects of the stampede of 

1898, Addie wrote in her letter, “John showed me the trail over which he packed in ’97

79 Ibid., 6.
80 Ibid.
81 Ibid., 7.
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and ’98. There were so many dead horses there in the spring o f ’98 that they could walk 

on them. They call it the dead horse trail. It would be a job for me to climb it [even] 

without a pack.”82

Their train ride was otherwise uneventful, but at Whitehorse Addie wrote of “not 

being able to get a decent meal in this town” and seeing the Canadian Mounted Police at 

their barracks. King Edward VII of England died on May 6, and while Addie and John 

visited Whitehorse a memorial service was held by the Church o f England in a small log 

house.83 Addie’s description illustrates her own patriotism, “The band played the

s
national anthem ‘God Save the King,’ (the same tune as ‘America’) at the close of the

* ta-i as
services then the mounted police marched out then the band, then the rest. These iij

Canadians think there’s nothing like old ‘Kingland.’ The stars and stripes for me. I don’t

like the looks o f the Union Jack.”

On Monday May 9, Addie and John continued north. It was early spring, and the

ice was thick on the main waterways and lakes. Addie and John traveled by boat with a
2!

group of other passengers via open water to the head of Lake Labarge. There they

unloaded and waited for Native packers to help move their gear across the frozen lake.

Travelers crossed over the lake with their luggage by either walking or sledding to the

other side where they boarded boats headed down the Yukon River, where they also

battled the melting ice moving downriver.

82 Ibid., 8.
83 Ibid., 9.
84 Ibid.



Addie and John waited on Lake Labarge longer than other passengers because 

none of the Natives there expressed interest in moving their large amount o f gear and 

supplies. After several hours, Addie described how “an Indian came in after midnight 

and agreed to take us across the lake for thirty dollars.. . .  We had three little dogs and 

they trotted right along with me [by the sled] and six hundred pounds o f baggage. John

85walked.” The dogs that pulled the sled were hungry and tired, but John fed them some 

hardtack. Addie’s writing indicates her concern for the animals and their treatment after 

hauling her and all their gear. Traveling over a half frozen lake was dangerous. “The ice 

is bad in places and part of the crowd that came across last night broke thru, and one man, 

Mr. Atchison of Kaltag, Alaska, lost his suitcase. Several o f the men got wet.” 86 She 

later wrote that several horses also broke through the ice, but she did not elaborate or how 

or whether they were saved.

After traveling the length of Lake Labarge, Addie and John boarded La France on 

the Yukon River, a Canadian boat aboard which they slept and took their meals. The 

boarding process took some time, as the crew of La France waited for passengers and 

freight traveling across Lake Labarge. There was apparently little to see at the loading 

area; Addie noted a small telegraph station and some Natives who were very shy.

Addie’s description o f the scene and activities as they waited to continue north reveal her 

frustration with the length of their stay. “Sunday May 15. Cloudy and a strong south 

wind. The crew are loading freight. We’ve walked every trail around here, and thru the
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woods besides. They tell us we leave here to-morrow, but we’ve learned not to believe

87everything they tell us.”

Addie described other passengers as they arrived, including Mrs. Roetger, “the

88only other woman aboard,” and her husband who had been with them since Skagway.

Mr. Davidson, the U.S. Marshal from Fairbanks, also waited for the boat to start its trip 

downstream, and Addie encountered the “two Finn girls and their friends” who had 

landed at Juneau but had taken another boat up to Skagway. She also mentioned John’s 

friend, Mr. Nicholson, on a big poling boat amongst several smaller boats traveling down 

the Yukon River.89 More intriguing, though, was Addie’s description of a woman named 

Peggy waiting at the landing: “‘Peggy,’ a crippled woman who has been in Ophir two 

years came in this morning and said she hadn’t a penny so they took her as cook on the 

Pauline. They made up a purse and sent her out of Ophir last fall.”90 It is not readily 

apparent why Addie used “Peggy” in quotations or stated only her first name while 

referring to all other women by their formal last names. However, her mention of Peggy 

is interesting, because the period newspaper reports regarding the founding of Ophir and 

the Ganes Creek region contain no mention of women stampeding to the area. Addie’s 

reference to Peggy’s history demonstrates the value of journals in providing descriptions 

of women who were not included in the public records. The anecdote illustrates people’s 

generosity in times of difficulty, as is seen with Peggy’s employment by a steamboat

87 Ibid, 14.
88 Ibid., 11.
89 Ibid., 13.
90 Ibid., 14.



captain. One wonders why Peggy left Ophir; several possible scenarios come to mind. 

Perhaps she could not support herself at all in Ophir during the winter. Perhaps Addie 

would have described Peggy’s history in more detail when she spoke with her family. In 

many family relationships, the familiarity is such that individuals can infer what another 

member is thinking just by a turn o f phrase. Reading between the lines is more 

challenging a century later.

After a week at the mouth of Lake Labarge, the fully loaded La France finally 

left port and started down the Yukon River, moving down the “crooked and narrow” river 

slowly. The La France traveled downriver with the Pauline, stopping occasionally 

while it waited for its companion. Addie and John were relieved to be traveling again, 

and Addie described stops along their route as well as the activities of those who lived by 

the small steamboat landings, “We are at Hootalinqua, thirty miles from the lake. We 

will wait here for the Pauline. The Hootalinqua river comes in here and we have more 

water and can go faster. This is a telegraph station and a trading post. The operator here 

has a little black bear, a little larger than Bessie’s blue cat. I had my hands on it. It’s 

[sic] fur is nice and soft, and it has bright little eyes. It is very cute.”91

As Addie and John traveled down the Yukon, they again encountered passengers 

familiar from the start o f their trip. At Five Fingers Rapids they passed the Casca, “the 

boat the surveyors have chartered.. . .  Some of them knew us and hallowed to us.” 92 

Addie described the ice flowing down the Yukon and how the boat at one point was tied
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to the bank for safety, waiting for large chunks of ice to flow downstream and reduce the 

possibility o f an accident. Addie described frequent stops as the river jammed and 

opened, and readers can imagine how unnerving it must have been when large chunks of 

ice crashed against the wooden hull o f a ship. Addie mentioned the ice jams casually, 

however, giving no indication of any sense o f danger, aside perhaps from her mention of 

the boat’s traveling through Hell’s Gate, a particularly tricky part of the river, narrow and 

difficult to maneuver through. “The Pauline went down to the jam this morning and 

stayed till the jam  went out, then came back and we started just after supper. We have 

just gone thru Hell’s Gate, and it was not a broad road either it was crooked and narrow 

and hard to get thru. The river is all split up here. I stood out on deck till we went thru 

Hell’s Gate.” 93 Addie’s stoicism is difficult to interpret. It is unclear whether she was as 

calm as this entry suggests or whether she downplayed the danger so as not to alarm her 

family members.

On board La France few opportunities existed for passengers to disembark, so 

some passengers passed the time with activities, such as gambling: “Some of the men on 

the boat have been gambling for several days some of them went in pretty heavy. They 

played most all night last night. The Marshal is one of them,” Addie reported. 

Interestingly, Addie remarked, “they will have to stop it when they get into U.S. 

territory,”94 expressing her belief that law enforcement was stronger on the American 

side of the border, which of course was not true.

93 Ibid., 17.
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As the ice jams eased, La France traveled down the river with the Pauline at a 

quicker pace. They stopped at Fort Selkirk where they “took on bailed [sic] oats, and two 

more passengers.”95 Addie and her fellow travelers visited the fort, and she described her 

own and other’s attempts to photograph the Natives there:

There were a good many natives there and several of us tried to get some pictures 

but when they saw the kodaks focused on them they would duck their heads and 

run. If you did happen to get a picture they wanted fifty cents for posing. I got 

one of a squaw on the run and they began chattering about money and I turned my 

head and hid my Kodak and they let me alone. One fellow got three or four 

pictures and an old squaw chased him all around trying to make him pay.96 

It seems that Natives had become accustomed to whites’ taking their photographs, 

but also they apparently had developed a sense of their own rights and economic 

opportunities in such encounters. Addie’s account reveals the stark differences in 

assumptions whites and Natives brought to such situations.

On May 22 La France reached Dawson City and Addie and John were met by 

John’s friends, Mr. Nicholson and Mr. Girdy. After their 21-day trip, Addie and John 

checked into the Fremont Hotel where the landlady was, Addie wrote: “a fat Dutch 

woman and is quite talky, but I can’t understand more than half she says.”97 While at the 

hotel, Addie washed some clothes, apparently not an easy task while traveling on board

95 Ibid.
96 Ibid.
97 Ibid., 19
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ship. “I have been washing. Have been on the road three weeks and were getting pretty 

dirty,” she wrote.98

Other boats arrived at Dawson, such as the Casca, full of the U.S. surveyors who 

had been joined by their Canadian counterparts and horses. Smaller vessels with 

individual travelers also arrived, and all the boats were checked by the Canadian 

authorities. The police examined the “outfits and if there is one man less than [what] they 

started with they have to account for him,” wrote Addie, apparently impressed by the 

thoroughness of Canadian authorities.99

Dawson City, the heart o f the Klondike gold rush in 1898, was in obvious decline 

when Addie visited. “Haven’t looked around much but this strikes me as being a dead 

town, tho [sic] all the Canadian towns look that way on Sun[day],” she wrote, referring to 

the blue laws that kept saloons and other places of entertainment closed on Sundays in 

Canada.100 While in Dawson, they purchased tickets for $70 to Dishkaket, on the Innoko 

River, preparing for the last part of their trip. On May 24, Addie and John continued 

down the Yukon River on the St. Michael, which was full of passengers but which Addie 

nevertheless described as “a big and roomy” ship.101 Unlike at the beginning of her trip 

when Addie and John slept in the same room, a point to which she made only passing 

reference in her letter, Addie shared her St. Michael stateroom with other women. She 

did not explain the rooming assignments, but having those o f the same sex room together

98 Ibid.
' Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.



would have allowed more passengers on board. Addle’s first roommates were Mrs. 

Roetger, who traveled on the same ships as Addie and John from Skagway, and Mrs. 

Lamb, from Circle, Alaska. The Yukon was then free o f ice, and the boat traveled 

quickly downriver.

The St. Michael's first stop was Eagle, Alaska, and after passing through U.S. 

customs, Addie and John visited the military barracks at Fort Egbert. Addie wrote o f a 

pet bear, this one kept by men at the barracks, and how after she gave it some candy, “[I] 

leaned back against the fence and he [the bear] gave me a tap on the shoulder with his big 

paw. You may be sure I got away quick.”102 The soldiers held a dance for the passengers 

of the St. Michael that night, but Mrs. Roetger and Addie did not attend. “Most of the 

ladies are going in fact they are all going except Mrs. Roetger and myself. One of the 

soldiers came aboard and asked me to dance. Of course I wished that I could.”103 It is 

unclear whether Addie did not know how to dance, whether she felt it was inappropriate 

for a married woman to dance with a stranger, or whether John disliked or opposed 

dancing for other reasons and therefore forbid her to dance. One learns later that Mrs. 

Knee, whom Addie found disagreeable, may have attended the dance and Addie may 

have seen that as a faux pas.

Addie never indicated the total number of women on board ship, but one may 

deduce there were several traveling to larger Alaska communities such as Fairbanks or 

Rampart. After leaving Eagle, the St.Michael continued on to Circle City, where Mrs.
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Lamb departed. Mrs. Knee, who had boarded the boat in Dawson, was then assigned to 

Addie’s stateroom. Addie clearly disapproved of Mrs. Knee’s activities, “Mrs. Lamb left 

us here [at Circle] but another woman took her place, Mrs. Knee,” she wrote. “I don’t like 

her either. She strikes me as being a sport. She paints and powders awful, and she went 

ashore at Eagle and got on a ‘whig.’ She doesn’t seem to care to talk to the women, but 

she hangs around the men.”104

The “sport,” or prostitute, to whom Addie referred, is the first o f several she 

encountered. The reference to a “whig” is unclear, and it is unknown why Addie wrote it 

in quotations. However, her letter clearly implies that Addie deemed Mrs. Knee’s 

behavior inappropriate. According to Addie’s social mores, the separation between 

prostitutes or, as she referred to them, “sports,” and respectable women was sharp. Even 

in the wilds o f Alaska, a concrete division apparently existed between her and those she 

saw as possibly living the “sporting” life. Addie distinguished these women not in terms 

of their dress but through their makeup and actions. Her disapproval o f the sporting 

women is illustrated through her terse descriptions of their appearance and behavior.

This occurred several times in her travel letter, even when there were very few women 

left to talk with later on her trip, and one imagines that she might have been more lenient 

in her standards so that she might have enjoyed the company of these women. She 

clearly did not consider “sports” potential companions, even when there were few or no 

other women in the vicinity.

104 Ibid.
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As they traveled down the Yukon toward their destination o f Ophir, Addie 

described the 24 hour daylight, something she had not experienced before, the steamboat 

landings along the way, and the stampede to the Iditarod River, also located in the Innoko 

region, where a gold strike had been made the previous year. Addie commented on the 

increasing Yukon River traffic, identifying the ships they passed and providing details 

about their cargos, destinations, or other pertinent information. Overall Addie mentioned 

twelve different ships during her voyage, many of them heading for the strike at Iditarod 

and filled to capacity. “Fri. 27. We are at Tanana in the great stampede to the Iditarod,” 

she wrote. “They are going there by the thousands. 1500 went from Fairbanks alone.

The Delta left just afternoon [sic] loaded to the brim. We are waiting for the other boats 

from Fairbanks. We leave some time tonight. They are just crazy,” she wrote with just a 

hint o f disapproval.105 Addie’s descriptions provide readers an outsider’s view of the 

Iditarod stampede. Addie’s fairly dispassionate reference to those rushing to Iditarod 

appears to reflect her focus on John’s and her destination of Ophir. Her statement, “they 

are just crazy” conveys an image of frenzied stampeders in contrast to the apparently 

calm and rational approach taken by Addie and her experienced gold miner husband 

John.

Addie’s stateroom companions changed as the St. Michael reached different ports. 

At Tanana, Addie wrote, “Mrs. Roetger left me, she took the Seattle No. 3 for Fairbanks. 

The Finn girls went to Fairbanks too. The purser put me in a stateroom with a big
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woman and her daughter. The daughter has crooked eyes one above the other. I ’m on 

the top shelf again, and this isn’t as good room as I had before,” adding with apparent 

relief, “but I’m glad to be rid of Mrs. Knee. I’m convinced now that she is a sport. All 

the men on the boat know her.”106 One wonders what conversations, if  any, these two 

women, whose roles and self perceptions separated, might have had. Did Mrs. Knee view 

Addie with as much distain as Addie expresses for her? One wonders how the men on 

ship and in communities along the way perceived Mrs. Knee as well. Did they see a 

contemptible temptress or an independent woman who filled a need in a region where 

men far outnumbered women?

As they continued down the Yukon, the crew of the St. Michael had difficulty 

getting wood to fuel its boilers. Addie described how the river ice, although mostly gone 

by the time they reached Nulato, had carried out with it the majority of the cord wood 

when it went out in the spring. At one wood yard that supplied steamboats as they 

traveled up and down the Yukon, Addie described Jenkins, a white man with a Native 

wife, who had cut 100 cords of wood during the winter. The ice had taken all but 10 

cords and wrecked his cabin.107 Addie also referred to John’s cabin from the winter of 

1898 where he cut 100 cords of wood and “he couldn’t get a window so he made one out
1 no

of beer bottles.” These details that Addie provided paint a picture of events and

conditions that affected those living and working on the Yukon River in Alaska’s interior. 

Addie’s descriptions allow readers to visualize the lives of residents and travelers in the

106 Ibid.
107 Ibid., 22.
108 Ibid.
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region, included the day to day challenges and events that individuals experienced. Other 

Alaska accounts written by women also tended to include passages about people they 

encountered and their stories. Anna DeGraf, in her writings, described events such as 

Christmas parties in great detail, providing an intimate picture of what life was like and 

what one could have experienced.

Increasing numbers of boats filled the Yukon on the rush to Iditarod. Addie 

wrote, “old prospectors say this is the greatest stampede since 1900, the Nome

way to the Innoko River and Iditarod along with the St. Michael, which last stopped at

of bad luck. It was an unusual hard winter and one of his men, Bill Price, 

froze his feet and had to have them amputated, then he (Margraf) got 

bitten by a dog and had blood poison and was laid up some time. Then he 

loaded a launch with telephones and supplies and his men started down the 

river with it and ran into the ice and sank the launch. So is broke and in 

debt and no show to get his line thru, for the N.C. Co are ahead of him.

stampede.”109 The boats of varied sorts and sizes were packed with people making their

Kaltag before moving onto the Innoko River. While at Kaltag, Addie and John

disembarked to talk with a former partner of John’s, Mr. Oscar Margraf. Addie recorded

his story in her journal:

Mr. Margraf has certainly had hard luck the past winter. He was putting in

a telephone line from Kaltag to Ophir and Iditarod and he has had all kinds



They took in telephones and everything complete on their first boat, the

D elta}10

Much like Addie’s other descriptions of sights and conversations, her story of Mr. 

M agraf s woes provided information about events and persons who are otherwise 

unrecorded by general Alaska history. Addie’s description demonstrated how 

individuals created their own opportunities in Alaska and informed readers of the 

presence of technology even in places like Ophir and Iditarod which were young and 

remote. The installation of a phone line, whether by an individual entrepreneur or a 

company, is not a typical image of a gold rush community and belies the myth of 

exceedingly primitive conditions usually portrayed in accounts of the Alaska gold rush. 

Addie’s description provided the reader with a unique view of the remoteness of the 

Innoko and what was available there in terms of amenities, which in turn demonstrated 

why many men and women would have been willing to relocate there. They could expect 

the new town to be similar to other rural communities, even if food and other supplies 

might have been limited. Although not all the “modem” conveniences of life in Seattle 

or San Francisco were available, men and women could still expect certain amenities, 

such as telephone contact with the outside world. At the same time, Addie’s observations 

depicted how settlers in the region were at the mercy o f forces o f nature which were quite 

formidable and which rendered life unpredictable. People had to be resourceful and
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resilient in the face o f such challenges as fully loaded launches sinking in the river and a 

season’s supply o f firewood being carried away during the spring thaw.

On May 30 the St. Michael turned onto Shageluk Slough, a cut off above the 

mouth of the Innoko River. Addie briefly described the barges the St Michael was 

pushing slowly upriver loaded with food and supplies for Iditarod. “We went into the 

slough this morning and left the barges and went down the river hunting for wood. They 

loaded wood most all day, took on 70 cord. We ran on a sand bar but got off without any 

trouble. ” ' 11 Travel on the Innoko River proved to be more difficult than the Yukon and 

encompassed a vastly different terrain and landscape. “Tues. 31 Got into the Innoko river 

about one this morning, and into the Iditarod [River] just after breakfast. This is a big flat 

country and the river is all over the flats. It is hard to find the channel. It is the 

crookedest river I ever saw. We go so near the shore that we have to dodge the limbs 

where we are on deck. We make such short turns sometimes that we nearly go overland. 

The scow mows the willows, we are breaking trail. Sometimes they take out a line and 

tie to a tree to swing the boat around.”112 [Figure 7. Map of Iditarod] Addie’s understated 

language belies the excitement and trepidation she must have felt in this unfamiliar 

territory. Reading between the lines one can imagine her wonder, for instance in her 

short phrase, “we are breaking trail.” She did not know what danger or new challenge lay 

around the next bend in the Innoko, and her heart beat must have quickened each time



she had to dodge the tree limbs as the St. Michael made its way through the narrow 

channels o f the river.
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The St. Michael was traveling up the Iditarod River to bring supplies to the new 

town of Iditarod, which Addie referred to as “Twilight”. The strike at Iditarod occurred 

in the fall of 1909, and during the spring of 1910 the rush was on to stake mining claims 

and property and to open businesses. The original Innoko strike that created Ophir was 

considered large, but the Iditarod strike was even larger, according to reports sent from 

Iditarod to the Nome Nugget and The Fairbanks Daily News in 1909. As reports of the 

new strike traveled, prospectors and businessmen flocked to the new town of Iditarod, 

and many of those moving there were seasoned residents of Alaska. J.F.A. Strong, 

newspaper editor and owner of the Iditarod Nugget, wrote of the many familiar faces in

113 • •town. The town had three newspapers during its short lifetime and was considered a 

hub for the region, mostly because of its location on the Iditarod River, where it could be 

reached even when the river levels were low. As they moved toward “Twilight,” river 

navigation became difficult and passengers on the St. Michael were transferred to the 

smaller Tanana.

The country looks better here, not so swampy and more timber. We have 

just met the Tanana coming back from the new stampede. Good reports.

They have staked a town at the steamboat landing, 8 miles from the 

diggings and is at the mouth of Otter Creek. The Tanana has gone down 

the river after wood, and when she comes back we will be transferred to 

her and go on to the new town and then to Dishakaket.114

113 J.F.A. Strong, “A Community o f  Pioneers,” The Iditarod Nugget, September 21, 1910,2.
114 Ibid., 23.
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Along their route to “Twilight”, Addie described two other towns previously 

staked, Langley City and Richmond. Langley City, Addie wrote, was established by 

Captain Langley who “was the first to take a steamer up this river and this is as far as he 

could go.”115 The second town, Richmond, was perhaps further developed, as Addie 

provided no physical description of Langley. In Richmond there were “a few cabins, two 

saloons, a jewler [sic] store, and a roadhouse. It had been flooded this spring.”116 These 

communities, whose duration was short, were points on the river that could be reached

IISI;even with low water levels. Addie explained in her letter how even at the first part of 'Sags
w

117 tsili
June, “this is the last trip the big boats will not be up this far. The river is falling fast.”

ijifc

It was close to Langley City where Addie and John transferred to the smaller Tanana to
IIsnJw
3

navigate the winding and twisting river on to “Twilight.” According to Addie, the Jllljjjj?! "ft!
juJ

Tanana took the barges from the St. Michael and started pushing them toward the
I! I'ljpr'iiW«!

Iditarod town site. As the Tanana moved closer to the new town the passengers became
p!S
5»

excited and Addie wrote, “every body [sic] is in good spirits and feeling pretty gay.”118 

Upon arrival, the state of the new town was a surprise [Figure 8. Arrival Iditarod City]

115 Ibid.
116 Ibid.
117 Ibid. 24.
118 Ibid.



Figure 8. Arrival Iditarod C ity  June 1, 1910. John Z ug C ollection , A cc ess io n  N um ber U A F -1980-68 -91 , 
A rch ives, A lask a and Polar R eg ion s C ollection s, R asm uson  Library, U n iversity  o f  A lask a Fairbanks
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We arrived at the new town Twilight [Iditarod] about two this morning. Think 

they were about out of names when they named this town. There isn’t any timber 

here and they broke up chairs to make the stakes to stake the town lots. I can say 

that I’ve seen a city of tents. People were standing around in bunches as if  they 

were wondering what to do next, many of them hadn’t slept since they landed two 

days ago, and they would almost go to sleep standing up. All kinds of machinery 

and household goods were dumped out on the frozen muck. It is thawing some 

and is mushy. Some of the people are still jolly and some look rather forlorn. All 

were in a hurry to get a tent up.119

In this disarray and excitement, John met several friends and Addie “met Mrs. 

Snider, the first woman I ’ve met in Alaska,” 120 a curious comment, given that she clearly 

had encountered several women on her travels. Perhaps Addie was referring to the first 

woman she’d met who was clearly living in Alaska. Although little was formalized in 

terms of the town itself, Addie wrote “There are to be four saloons in the new town. One 

opens this evening.”121

Addie never comments positively or negatively on gambling or alcohol consumption 

explicitly, but based on her oblique references to gambling and alcohol, it appears that 

she finds them somewhat disagreeable, and one can infer that she assumes her readers 

back home will share her opinions. At one point in her letter she recalls sewing on a
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handkerchief before realizing it was Sunday, suggesting that she should not have been

working. This indication of rather strict religiosity hints that her religious views may

have influenced the way that she perceived others, although she never directly condemns

others as she does prostitutes; it is possible that Alaska was the first place she had come

into direct contact with prostitutes.

As they left Iditarod, the Tanana pushed three empty barges, which made for slow

travel. It headed down the Iditarod River and then turned up the Innoko River toward

Dishkaket, a Native village that included a small white population. On the Tanana Addie

described the remaining passengers, “I’m the only woman aboard, and there are only a

few men. It seems lonesome after being in such a merry crowd. There are two parties of

us. Messrs. Nicholson, Crompton, Girdie, Vegalon [?], Willie, John, and I and a Swede

whose name I don’t know are all bound for Ophir, and about a half a dozen big bugs from

Fairbanks who had been to the new town to promote schemes are the other party.” 122

She again mentions her loneliness as they traveled upriver and passed a number of other

boats, some obviously homemade. “Sat. 4. This has been a lonesome day, and Im [sic]

getting awful tired of traveling. We have passed all kinds of crafts. One worked like a

1hand car, a side wheeler, another one had a steering gear like a car.” Addie’s 

descriptions such as these illustrated the amount of traffic in the Innoko district which, 

although clearly remote, was bustling with men and women traveling within the district. 

One also sees how many people were self reliant for transportation. Although there were
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commercial ships with formalized schedules, individuals developed private modes of 

transportation on the river.

Dishkaket was the last large camp that Addie and John would see as they made 

their way up the river to Ophir. A.G. Maddren, a U.S. Geological Surveyor, writing in 

1910, described Dishkaket as one of the two “settlements of substantial character in the 

Innoko valley” and noted that in 1909 there were at least 150 whites living there.124 For 

those traveling further up the river from Dishkaket, two options existed. One could pole 

a boat up the river, which by Addie’s estimation was 225 miles, or one could travel 

overland which would take only three days and be about 60 m iles.125 However, either 

trip was difficult, whether one hand poled a flat bottomed scow or battled mosquitoes and 

tussock swamps on the overland route.

Addie and John chose to travel by river, because of their sizable cargo. They 

spent the night at Mrs. O’Donald’s road house in Dishkaket, and Addie’s description 

illustrates the types of accommodations one could find traveling in Alaska both on and 

off the road system, the lack o f privacy these road houses afforded, and the hygiene 

related challenges [Figure 9. Men outside a saloon].
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Figure 9. M en outside a saloon , D ishkaket, A laska. P ossib ly  M rs. O ’D on ald ’s road h ou se w ith  
the bar in the front and sitting room  upstairs, as described  by A dd ie R ieck . G eorge and L illy  
Clark Photograph C ollection , U A F -198 6 -1 0 9 -1 0 , A rch ives, A lask a and Polar R eg ion s C ollection , 
R asm uson  Library, U n iversity  o f  A laska Fairbanks.
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Mon. 6. At Dishakaket. We are stopping at Mrs. O ’Donalds road house. Arrived 

here last night. This is the first road house I was ever in. The front part 

downstairs has been a bar room but the bar keeper stampeded to the Iditarod and 

this is vacant. In the rear is the bunk room. There are two bunks in a place, one 

above the other, and no partitions between them only curtains hung over them. Of 

course all kinds of people sleep in them, and I was so afraid of getting “gray 

backs” I couldn’t sleep. I think John was afraid o f “boogars” too for he didn’t 

sleep well either. The upstairs is all one room and that is kitchen, dining room 

and sitting room all combined. Mrs. O’Donald has one comer curtained off for 

her bunk. She has six regular boarders, and last night she had fifteen. She is the 

only white woman here. This place looks deserted. Everybody has gone to the 

new camp.126

Apparently Addie and John did not suffer anything worse than sleep deprivation, 

as she made no later reference to their having taken on any unwanted fellow travelers 

during the night.

Roadhouses served an important purpose in Alaska, providing beds and meals for 

travelers as well as hosting a saloon and providing a social gathering spot for residents 

of the area. The roadhouses Addie encountered were run by women, either by 

themselves or alongside their husbands. Women running roadhouses and other 

businesses, such as laundries and restaurants, or doing clerical work illustrates their
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participation in the economic development of the areas they served. The majority of 

these references to female entrepreneurs are found in newspaper reports and 

advertisements, and their involvement in small Alaskan camps and towns is rarely 

mentioned in histories of Alaska. Exploration of this topic of women’s entrepreneurship 

would help explain how their presence worked to define gold camps and how their 

businesses affected the communities where they lived.

Mrs. O’Donald’s roadhouse in Dishkaket seemed almost deserted to Addie but in 

a rare expression of frivolity she wrote: “It cost us four dollars a day here. There is quite 

a jolly crowd here. Mr. Greenbum, a whiskey drummer, is a jolly fellow and he told 

funny stories and I hadn’t laughed so much in a long time.”127 That evening was John 

and Addie’s last social event for two weeks, as they then traveled up the Innoko River.

On June 7 they continued upriver and camped along the river bank at night. The 

mosquitoes were starting to hatch as they traveled, and Addie commented how they 

bothered her, but “John says there wasn’t any,” which one could guess was a little 

disturbing to Addie who had not known about the mosquito populations in Alaska.128 

Addie and John now traveled on a large pole boat with 2600 pounds of gear.129 Their 

boat was owned by another man, “a Finn,” and Addie described the division of duties as 

follows: “I guess he’s captain as he owns the boat and John is first mate and I’m cook.” 

She continued, “The water is too deep for poling and they have to row most of the time,”
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noting with satisfaction, “If it wasn’t for the mosquitoes this would be a

5 130me.” [Figure 10. Horse-towed freight scow]
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Figure 10. Side 
Yukon, Alaska. 
U.S. Geological

view, horse-towed freight scow arriving at camp of Ophir on Upper Innoko River from Dishkaket. Lower 
June 24, 1910. Published in US Geological Survey Bulletin 578, Plate 5-b. 1914. A.G. Maddren Collection, 
Survey Photographic Library.



Their trip up the Innoko was tedious as they could travel only 20 miles a day, and 

sometimes less, with “the Finn,” whose name readers never learn, and John moving the 

boat upriver. Poling boats were common on the Innoko, as typically the water was too 

low for larger craft to travel upriver into the area after the spring floods. As they 

traveled, Addie provided her readers with descriptions of the abandoned camps and 

towns they encountered, such as Innoko City. “We passed Innoko, or what was left of it. 

When they stampeded to Ophir this was the steam boat landing and they proceeded to 

make a town there, but they soon went to Ophir.”131 Innoko City’s life was short, only 

about a year and a half from its founding, illustrating the amazing speed with which 

communities rose and fell in a gold rush environment.

As they traveled upriver, Addie described the wilderness, their meals, which 

typically consisted o f beans, hard tack, eggs, butter, and sometimes canned peaches, and 

their slow progress up the river. The wildlife flourished around them as did the 

mosquitoes, which proved a continual nuisance. As they traveled, John, Addie and “the 

Finn” frequently met others traveling down the Innoko, many moving to Dishkaket or 

Iditarod. One o f the groups they encountered traveled with a woman, whom Addie 

quickly identified as a prostitute. “Sun. 12. We are about halfway from Dish, to Ophir. 

We met a scow with two horses, six men and one woman. The woman is a ‘hook.’ They 

are leaving Ophir on account of the scarcity of food, but they are not bettering it any by 

going to Dishkaket. They haven’t anything there only a few eggs.”132
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As Addie, John and “the Finn” moved toward Ophir, Addie commented in her 

letter on the number of men and women traveling from Ophir to the town site of Iditarod. 

A number of people were leaving because of food shortages which threatened to become 

worse during the winter. Her description reinforced the newspaper reports of the period 

on the lack of food in Iditarod, Dishkaket, and Ophir, all of which suffered because of 

delays in receiving supplies and the influx of people to the region. Supplies and materials 

were delivered by boat and the window of time from spring thaw to fall freeze up was 

short. Even during summer travel was slow. The mail took a month from Fairbanks to 

Ophir.133

Stemwheelers had limited travel capabilities depending on water levels and the 

onset of winter, which could easily freeze a ship fast in the ice. The Fairbanks Daily 

News, Fairbanks Weekly News, and The Iditarod Nugget reported over the course of 

several years on the scarcity of food in the Innoko and how it was cause for concern, and 

it was reported that many in the area suffered from scurvy.134 One can imagine the 

hesitation Addie may have felt moving into the area, even though they brought their own 

food supplies.

As for hunting along the way, while traveling to Ophir via pole barge, Addie

i o c
mentioned the fat geese they saw along the way but noted, “we have no gun.” Unlike 

the rough and tumble stereotypes of gun slingers seen in contemporary settings or the
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western myth that all men carried firearms, travelers in Alaska did not necessarily carry a 

gun. This point is interesting considering that “the Finn”, who had made the trip thirteen 

times according to Addie, was apparently unarmed as well. Considering John’s previous 

experience a decade earlier in the Klondike, where violent deaths and theft were common 

occurrences, it is curious that he did not have a weapon. The lack o f a gun and Addie’s 

descriptions of continual river traffic lead readers to believe there was a certain degree of 

safety in the idea that travelers were never completely alone, even in the seemingly 

remotest areas.

Addie continued to describe to her readers the historical sites along the river. On 

June 14 they passed the Florence steamboat landing “where the Tanana would have taken 

us if it hadn’t been for the Iditarod stampede.”136 She also related a story that “the Finn” 

told her about Dead Man’s Bar, where he helped bury a man who had attempted to go 

down the river with two boats lashed together, but they had become stuck in the ice. The 

man drowned because he couldn’t manage the boats.137 This was the first of three deaths 

Addie mentioned, another at Simel City, another short lived community they visited that 

had been abandoned, and the third near Ophir. Again the reader is reminded about how 

much change occurred in gold rush communities, but for Addie tales of these deaths 

likely reminded her how difficult life could be for those mining like her husband John. 

“There was a prospector buried near there and we took the [sic] picture o f his grave. It 

had a cross and pick and shovel at the head. He was suffocated in a shaft on German
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Creek two years ago and his partner brought him here and buried him. There were 

people here then.”138 Addie’s inclusion of these three deaths is reminiscent of women’s 

diaries from the Overland Trail. Women who traveled by wagon would often mention 

graves they encountered along the way and these tales, like Addie’s descriptions, evoke 

feelings of loneliness and images of those buried far from home and, often, far from 

civilization.

It rained constantly as they traveled, and the waters of the Innoko began to rise. 

Although the rising water level would have been good for steamboats, it was terrible for 

two men hand poling a boat with a large load of supplies. At one point the current was so 

strong that John and “the Finn” had to stop and wait for the water level to drop, “The 

Finn” commented to Addie that it was the worst he had ever seen the river, and he had 

made thirteen trips up the river.139 They waited for several days for the water level to 

drop, but instead it continued to rise. At one point the river overflowed its banks. The 

steady rain did not appear to hinder their camping because Addie and John had a “calico 

house,” or tent, which kept them dry. However, even with a dry place to sleep Addie was 

“getting anxious to get home.”140 Unlike many women who traveled to a frontier who 

commented on their regrets in having left behind family and friends, it is apparent that 

Addie was looking ahead to her future home in Ophir, a striking sentiment considering 

she was deep into rural Alaska and could not have had a clear image of what this home 

would be like.
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As they waited, they met others traveling down river and Addie commented in her 

travel letter, “A man and woman (another hook [I] think there won’t be any left in Ophir) 

in a boat have just passed us going to Dishkaket.”141 This was the last mention of 

prostitutes by Addie, perhaps because they all left Ophir in search o f greater opportunities 

elsewhere.

As Addie, John and “the Finn” continued to travel slowly upriver, Addie 

described the wildlife and flora. She mentioned the flowers that bloomed across the hills 

and the trees starting to leaf out. ’’The Finn” had two dogs with him, and they provided 

entertainment by following the boat, chasing porcupines (something Addie had never 

seen before) and just being dogs. “Saw a porcupine today. He is about the ugliest ‘critter’ 

I ever saw. He is full o f sharp quills and when he is scared he raises them and he looks 

‘boogery.’ He was on the mountain side near the river and one o f the dogs jumped out to 

catch him, but when he got a better look at him he let him alone. It climbed a tree and I 

tried to shake it out but couldn’t.”142 Apparently Addie did not consider the risk of the 

animal’s falling to the ground and letting loose its quills at her.

Addie described the difficulties of using a pole boat as it required moving from 

one river bank to the other, pulling the boat when necessary, poling when that was 

possible, and having to work the boat off o f low spots in the river, “Thurs.23. This has 

been a hard day. The Finn pulled the boat and John pushed the riffles [?]. Some times 

[sic] we were on the bottom and sometimes couldn’t touch bottom with 14ft poles. They
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get wet to their necks every day.”143 Along with battling the boat on the river, Addie, 

John and “the Finn,” continually fought mosquitoes, which Addie said “have almost run 

me crazy.”144 There was no escaping the mosquitoes’ incessant buzzing, even in the 

continual rain they experienced during their trip. Mosquitoes would be a frequent 

complaint during Addie’s stay in the Innoko district.

A day before they reached Ophir, after 17 days on the river, they stopped at the 

Box Car Roadhouse and met

Big Aggie, who lives there all alone. She weighs 3601bs. Said she only weighed 

160 when she came into the country. (Wonder if  I’ll get as big as she, hope not.) 

She is the largest woman I ever saw. She drinks a great deal, has had the 

‘jimjams,’ but she was sober today and isn’t a bad looking woman. John gave her 

a doz [sic] eggs and she gave us three loaves of bread and it was fine after eating 

hardtack for two weeks.145

Addie’s entry for that day continued, moving from this amusing description of an 

obese woman and the pleasure of eating home baked bread to the startling statement, 

“Saw the grave of Ed Lord, who committed suicide over a year ago.” Addie offered no 

further comment, leaving the reader to wonder whether the scene caused her to consider 

what had driven this unfortunate man to take his life. The fact that Addie included his
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name as well perhaps indicates that John and “the Finn” knew him and his story, although 

she did not include any further information for her reader.

On Saturday, June 25, Addie, John and “the Finn” arrived in Ophir, and Addie 

wrote in her travel letter, “We were hoping we would get here in the night so there 

wouldn’t be anyone to see us till we got cleaned up a bit. You can imagine that we were 

pretty tough looking having been on the river eighteen days. John hadn’t shaved but 

twice. Well, we got here about five and as our craft didn’t whistle nor make much noise 

we thought we could get in without anyone seeing us, but some ‘big mouthed’ fellow 

yelled ‘steamboat!’ and they came from all comers”146 [Figure 11. Ophir Avenue]. One 

can imagine Addie’s chagrin at this scene and her parents’ laughter as they read Addie’s 

letter and pictured their daughter and son-in-law making their entry into Ophir “society” 

caked in grime after their long ordeal [Figure 12. Front Street],
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Figure 11. Ophir Avenue, in the camp of Ophir on Upper Innoko River. Lower Yukon, Alaska. June 24, 1910. 
A.G. Maddren Collection, U.S. Geological Survey Photographic Library.
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Figure 12. Front Street, in the camp of Ophir on Upper Innoko River. Lower Yukon, Alaska. June 24, 1910. 
A.G. Maddren Collection, U.S. Geological Survey Photographic Library.
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After their arrival they went to Miss Ross’s road house, a two story log house 

where they took a room with “a ‘goose hair’ bed.”147 Miss Ross and Mrs. Vinal were the 

first two women whom Addie met in Ophir. Like the other women she encountered, 

Addie described them briefly so the reader develops a sense of their appearances, if  not 

their personalities, “Miss Ross’s hair is white but her face is young looking. I think Mrs. 

Vinal’s hair would be white too if  it wasn’t dyed. She is all painted and powdered till she 

looks like a wax doll.”148 Unlike other women that Addie commented on who were 

“sports,” Mrs. Vinal apparently was respectable and her make-up demonstrated that for 

respectable women, keeping up appearances, even in the remotest of places, was 

important.

Addie later met Mrs. Walker and Mrs. Canyon, two other residents of Ophir.

Mrs. Walker had the only two children in the camp, “a little boy about four and a young 

baby, the first white child born in Ophir.”149 After Addie and John moved into their 

cabin, she also met two other women of whom she said very little, Mrs. Poulson and Mrs. 

Muckle, and two other unnamed “women who live down the creek.” It is apparent there 

were few other women who lived within easy visiting distance.

After traveling for two months amidst crowds at times, Addie must have found it 

strange to live in a place where there was little interaction with others, and especially 

little interaction with other women. However, her journal entry appears upbeat about the 

situation. She seems to have been a woman who, although perhaps a bit anxious about
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being lonely without much female companionship, did not want to anticipate anything 

negative. Instead, she explained to her readers that she planned to make the most of her 

two-year stay in Ophir.150

There were, after all, at least nine women with whom Addie could interact, 

converse and become friends with in Ophir. These did not include prostitutes, and there 

may have been other women she did not record in her travel letter. Addie Rieck’s diary 

may be the only written record of these women in Ophir that survives. It would be a 

useful to learn the reasons that other women lived there, for instance what caused Miss 

Ross and Big Aggie to establish roadhouses there, seemingly by themselves. The 1909 

Polk directory, a listing o f individuals and businesses in Alaskan communities, lists only 

two women, Mrs. Vinal, the postmaster, and Mrs. McLean, who ran a roadhouse in 

Ophir. Miss Ross is only listed by her last name with no indication o f her sex, and “Big 

Aggie” does not appear at all in conjunction with the listing of the Box Car Roadhouse. 

There is no indication o f the other married women Addie mentioned. Understanding what 

those women’s roles were in the camp would provide a better sense of the relationships 

between men and women and the benefits of having women in Ophir for mining and 

business operations.

After arriving in Ophir, John and Addie began the task of moving to their claim. 

Addie wrote, . .the mosquitoes bother me so I can hardly write,”151 and they also
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bothered a wild bronco that John wanted to capture and use to haul part of their supplies 

to their claim.

The mosquitoes got so bad the bronco went into a tent and John caught 

him. He was putting the pack on him and Mr. and Mrs. McLean came out 

and said they had charge of him and that we couldn’t have him for any 

price. John had inquired o f several about him and they said he belonged 

to Dave Clow, and John knew him and knew that it would be alright with 

him. But it was a no go. Mr. Sharrat and I started ahead of John and we 

had gone about a mile, and John had to call us back. The McLean’s never 

made any friends by their doing. Everybody said it was spite work 

because we didn’t stop at their road house.152

In Addie’s description one sees aspects not only o f the physical environment, with 

mosquitoes driving even livestock to find shelter, but of social challenges as well. As the 

McLean’s claimed stewardship over the bronco and refused the Riecks use of it, they 

demonstrated they could not be counted on as friends. For small communities, like 

Ophir, competitions and jealousies could to lead to disputes and factions among the 

inhabitants. Because Addie’s travel letter ends shortly after her arrival in Ophir, readers 

cannot know what later transpired between the Riecks and the McLeans. However, it is 

unlikely that Addie would count Mrs. McLean among her woman friends in Ophir.
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Addie and John finally arrived at their claim with all of their supplies. As she 

described it, “we are on no. 10 and I am going to be cook for the ‘gang’, three others 

besides John. That will not be hard work and it will give me something to do, besides I 

can make our own expenses anyway.”153 John’s two other partners were Mr. Jack 

Stiegler and Mr. Dave Black, both of whom John had met in Nome. The three had made 

their way to the Innoko together. The third man could have been Mr. Homlein, whom 

Addie mentioned in her journal as a man helping Mr. Stiegler move more of the Riecks’ 

supplies from town. Later she mentioned there were only two additional partners.

Addie’s new home was not quite what she expected. Mr. Homlein and Mr. 

Stiegler had cleaned the house for the Riecks and as Addie described it, “they said they’d 

been at it a day and half, but I would [have] hated to have seen it before they cleaned up 

any. They had dumped the rubbish just outside the door. There were three old stoves, a 

windlass, shoes, hats, shirts, overalls, jumpers, sweaters, all kinds of tools and almost 

everything imaginable there. I must say tho that all of their cooking utinsels [sic] were 

clean and their tables and shelves, too.”154

The end of June marked the last entry in Addie’s letter. She described finishing 

the cleaning of the cabin and completing the washing. She stated that she was “not very 

favorably impressed with this place tho I might like it better when I get used to it.”155 

Like many women who traveled to newly settled areas, Addie was somewhat shocked by 

Ophir’s appearance, and it seems that she was feeling the effects o f being so far from
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home and family, and in a completely unfamiliar environment, with few prospects for 

female companionship. One of the most distressing conditions, as she mentioned several 

times, was the mosquitoes, “The mosquitoes are here by the millions. John had told me 

before we left Mo. that they would be bad but I had no idea they were as bad as this. I 

don’t wonder that they run people out of the country. They make me nervous, and I 

make a smoke to drive them away and the smoke gives me the headache. But I’ll get use 

to it. I’m going to make the best of it.” 156

Addie’s travel letter thus chronicles her trip from Seattle to Ophir between May 

and June of 1910. Through her short descriptions of their travel route, her fellow 

passengers, the landscape, and comments on events she witnessed, readers discover a 

picture of Alaska that focuses on those conditions and events a woman traveler would 

consider noteworthy. From Addie’s diary one sees the importance of perspective in that 

she provides descriptions of people and events that male travelers likely would not, or 

could not, comment on. Readers also discover themes of loneliness, difficulties with the 

environment, reservations about immigrants, and the roles women played in remote areas 

of Alaska.
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Chapter Four: Recurrent Themes in Addie Rieck’s Travel Letter

Addie Rieck’s travel diary and the history of the development o f mining camps 

like Ophir provide insight into the development of the region and a first-hand account of 

travel. Simply as historical descriptions of the period they serve a role in documenting 

the area. However, Addie’s diary provides readers with impressions of her experiences 

illustrating aspects o f her life that link her with women who moved to other frontier gold 

rush communities.

The strongest theme running through her narrative is the challenges posed by the 

environment, although travel conditions had improved markedly in the last decade. 

Throughout Addie’s travel letter readers learn through the descriptions of meals, 

accommodations, other riverboats, and sketches of her fellow travelers of the relative 

comfort and modem transportation of 1910. Her observations illustrate that commercial 

transportation to Alaska from Seattle in 1910 had few discomforts compared to 

conditions during the Klondike rush of 1898 when the boats headed north overflowed 

with men, women, animals, and gear, and when many were only barely seaworthy. Only 

twelve years previously, men and women attempting to reach the Klondike goldfields 

typically encountered grueling travel conditions both on sea and land, including cold, 

hunger, and often disappointment in the travel arrangements. Anna D eG raf s experience 

traveling to Circle City in 1894, contrasted starkly with Addie’s:

From Sheep Camp we encountered a canyon, and continued the climb 

upward to what was called the Scales. Our travel became slower and



slower, for the grade was getting very steep, and we had to climb over and 

around jagged rocks, sometimes jumping from one to another, like 

mountain goats... Often I was compelled to thrust out my crutch and one

1 S 7of the party would grasp it and pull me up.”

Addie’s travels were considerably easier, and illustrate a vast departure from the 

decade earlier. Even the most difficult part of Addie and John’s voyage, traveling by 

poling boat from Dishkaket to Ophir, was not as daunting as traveling to the Klondike 

had been. Addie and John bought passage on a boat rather than having to build their 

own, and their guide was a seasoned traveler o f the river and area. However, even with 

the ease of transportation and accommodations, the experience o f being in Alaska did 

pose difficulties.

Throughout Addie’s writings she refers to the mosquitoes, which by their sheer 

numbers were maddening. As their journey began, traveling down the Yukon with the 

river ice melting, they were early in the mosquito season. Addie referred to them with 

such comments as: “There were a good many mosquitoes, but John said there wasn’t 

any,”158 or “The mosquitoes are getting thicker, but they can’t get in our “Calico House.” 

159 As the mosquitoes grew thicker, one senses Addie’s frustration mounted: “Another 

hot day. I have had a fierce headache and mosquitoes have almost run me crazy.” 160
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Another hot day she wrote: “The mosquitoes bother me so I can hardly write.” Finally, 

on her last entry she wrote:

“The mosquitoes are here by the millions. John had told me before we left 

Mo. that they would be bad but I had no idea they were as bad as this. I 

don’t wonder that they run people out of the country. They make me 

nervous, and I make a smoke to drive them away and the smoke gives me 

a headache.”161

Nevertheless, Addie tried to maintain a positive attitude. She concluded this entry 

with the note, “But I’ll get used to it.”162

The natural world, which was the uncontrollable element o f her trip, appears to 

have been the most unnerving for Addie. When she and John traveled outside of the main 

established travel routes the discomforts and challenges mounted. She had relatively 

comfortable cabins and staterooms on board ship, and even when poling up river from 

Dishkaket to Ophir there seemed to be little hardship as she described the beauty of the 

scenery and the occasional difficulties that John and “the Finn” encountered as they 

moved slowly up river. The mosquitoes stood out as a reminder o f the uncontrollable in 

nature that women on frontiers have experienced.

Another indication of the challenges of the environment is Addie’s recording of 

the men who died in the Innoko area. Like the women who traveled across the Great 

Plains who documented gravesites, deaths, and accidents as they traveled, Addie also
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noted the men who died either from accidents traveling and mining or by suicide. Her 

experience was, however, by being made aware o f the circumstances behind the deaths 

and often by learning the man’s name, which rendered the death more personal rather 

than just being another gravesite. Addie’s encounters with these grave sites and markers 

where men died illustrated the dangers in the area that lurked around almost every corner. 

Her awareness of the risks posed by the environment were reinforced by encounters 

along the way, such as that with Mr. White, a friend of John’s who was living in a cabin 

at Lower Laberge. “We stopped in at a little cabin to see Mr. White the chief engineer of 

the La France, who is very sick. John knew him in Alaska, and he saw him in Seattle 

about six weeks ago. He was well then, but he came in over the ice about a month ago 

and took cold. He doesn’t look as tho [sic] he could last many days, he has made one trip 

too many,” wrote Addie, alluding to the toll that living on the frontier could take on one’s

163health. She also wrote of Oscar Margraf, who was bitten by a dog and had blood 

poisoning, and of his employee who had his frost-bitten feet amputated.164 Although Mr. 

Margraf survived his ordeal, his bad luck on the river caused him and others great harm. 

A more frightening personal experience occurred when John fell out of the poling boat. 

Addie described her shock at the event:

We were coming along near the bank where the water was very swift and 

deep when John got his pole fastened and he fell overboard backwards.

He was just coming up when I looked round and saw him. You may be
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sure I was scared. I screamed and the old Finn swore, and John spit and 

coughed a little and went to grabing [sic] after his hat. When he got his 

hat then he paddled to shore. It was lucky for him that there was a drift 

close by. We made camp right away and he is drying his clothes now.165

Addie and John’s trip may have seemed comfortable by comparison to earlier 

travel, and certainly it was compared to John’s own experience in traveling to the 

Klondike and through Alaska just a few years earlier, but Addie’s journal illustrates that 

even if travel conditions had improved, nature and the environment posed hardships and 

risks.

Linked to the challenges of the environment are loneliness and the desire for 

female companionship. Addie’s personal interactions were, by her description, limited to 

conversations with the women in her sleeping cabin and with John, whose sleeping 

quarters were often elsewhere on ship. One might expect a woman recently married to be 

very talkative about her husband, but she kept her comments about him to a minimum. 

Perhaps this was due to the nature of the travel letter, “To the Homefolks.” The limited 

references to John in her travel letter may reflect their reservations about his taking her to 

Alaska. It is also possible that the family already knew John so well that she did not feel 

compelled to comment on his actions or opinions, for these would have been familiar to 

the family. Whatever her family’s sentiments might have been, Addie apparently



embraced the changes in her life and her trip to Alaska. There was little in her Seattle to 

Ophir journal that indicated a desire to return home, and she rarely mentioned physical 

discomfort in her travels, aside from her annoyance with “sporting” women and 

mosquitoes. Perhaps it was because her writings were for her family that she refrained 

from statements of longing to return home so as not to upset them. But it may have been 

that Addie was never homesick and, instead, welcomed the adventure of a new life with 

her husband.

Rather than references to longing for home or complaints about conditions, much 

of Addie’s description centered on the women she met on her journey. The descriptions 

of women Addie encountered, of all types, are an important component of her travel 

letter. For modern readers these references to women demonstrate that women were in 

the camps even though few formal records of their presence exist, but one also gleans 

how Addie separated the women she encountered into two distinct categories, prostitutes 

and all other women. Her colorful descriptions demonstrated her disdain for suspected 

prostitutes, for instance when she wrote that Mrs. Knee “powders herself awful” and that 

she “got on a ‘whig’.” Addie’s descriptions of other suspected prostitutes carried the 

same hostility as she expressed toward Mrs. Knee.

It is apparent from her writing that as she neared Ophir fewer women were 

onboard the ships on which she traveled. Addie’s comment, “Mrs. Roetger left me, she 

took the Seattle No. 3 for Fairbanks,” strikes the reader as rather melancholy; although 

Addie and Mrs. Roetger had not known each other long, Addie apparently had enjoyed
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her company.166 This theme of female companionship continued through the rest of 

Addie’s letter, as she wrote of the few other women she met as she traveled toward 

Ophir.

However, when Addie encountered prostitutes, she placed them in an entirely 

different category; these were not women with whom she would interact. Readers learn 

very little about the prostitutes she encounters. Addie provided sparse information in 

terms of physical descriptions other than identifying them as she encountered them. As 

she and John neared Ophir, Addie commented on a prostitute traveling down river, noting 

that she was a “hook,” but not revealing how she made that determination. Presumably 

this woman wore more makeup than “respectable” women generally did, and perhaps her 

clothing was less demure than Addie’s. Perhaps her behavior gave her away. Regardless 

of how Addie made this judgment in this and other cases, she was quite certain herself.

Addie’s descriptions demonstrate an apparent class and social separation between 

the women prostitutes and other women. Even if there were few other women around, 

Addie regarded prostitutes disapprovingly and as unapproachable, much as “respectable” 

women did in other northern gold mining communities such as Dawson or Fairbanks, 

although both towns made allowances for prostitution. Her reaction reflected attitudes of 

the time and accorded with the social structure well established in communities across 

Alaska. However, one wonders how her reaction to these women might have changed 

over the years as she lived in a place like Ophir. One can assume that in smaller
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communities like Ophir there would have been the need for flexibility and tolerance 

among the small number of residents over time.

Aside from prostitutes, Addie also described women managing businesses in 

small and remote communities. Addie’s journal entries suggest that roadhouses managed 

by women either with their husbands or by themselves were a common occurrence in 

mining camps and surrounding areas. Between Dishkaket and Ophir Addie described four 

such women, the most intriguing being the 360 pound “Big Aggie” who ran the Boxcar 

Roadhouse “all alone” about 20 miles upriver from Ophir.

Addie referred to Big Aggie by her nickname, so readers never learn her full 

name nor whether she alone owned the roadhouse. Addie referred to most women by 

their titles and last names, for instance Miss Ross and even Mrs. Knee, whom Addie 

suspected was a prostitute. However, in the case of “Peggy,” the indigent woman whom 

Addie met while waiting to board the Pauline, there was something that allowed a 

familiarity with some women, whom others called by their nicknames rather than their 

formal names. Perhaps their age, a physical impairment, or the fact they were unattached 

to a brother, father, or husband explained why they fell into a special social category that 

allowed for their being called by their given or nicknames. Mrs. Клее, whom Addie 

encountered on the Yukon River, on the other hand, was an obvious exception in terms of 

her being referred to with the standard title of respect, but this may have been more 

related to the fact she was traveling and was functioning within the legal rules, even if 

Addie was suspicious of her actions.
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Another interesting social commentary is that although Big Aggie’s alcoholism 

was obvious from Addie’s description of her “jim-jams” or tremens, alcohol abuse 

apparently was not as disdainful as prostitution. Addie described the opening of saloons 

and her interactions with men involved with selling whiskey near Iditarod, suggesting 

that use and even abuse o f alcohol were fairly widespread, and she merely mentioned 

those activities and conditions in passing, allowing her family members to draw their own 

conclusions. She herself never indicated that she drank alcohol, and her only reference to 

John’s possible drinking was the mention of beer bottles used in his cabin outside Nulato 

for a window. Addie never indicated whether the beer bottles had belonged to John.

In Addie’s writing, women appeared infrequently in comparison to male travelers, 

but when she did mention them, she often identified them by class and ethnicity. Addie 

referred to immigrants by their nationalities rather than by name as she did with other 

female passengers. Examples included the “Dutch woman” who ran the Freemont hotel 

in Dawson and the “two Finn girls” who boarded the ship at Seattle and who left the boat 

early in the trip. This distinction by nationality may have indicated that the immigrants 

could not speak English or were not conversant with others, and therefore Addie did not 

hear their names, although this is not likely in the case of the Dutch woman in the hotel in 

Dawson. And “the Finn” with whom they traveled for 18 days on a pole barge from 

Dishkaket to Ophir spoke some English, as Addie commented on her discussions with 

him, which suggests that there must be another explanation for Addie’s referring to these 

immigrants by nationality rather than name. “The Finn” was obviously very important to 

Addie and John’s safe travel to Ophir. His boat took them up river, they camped out
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every night, and Addie prepared meals for them with the supplies they were hauling. She 

apparently had conversations with him about the history of the river and o f the area. Yet, 

after a trip of over two weeks by just the three of them, Addie still referred to him as “the 

Finn,” even as she mentioned others she just had met in Ophir by their formal last names, 

“As we passed the old Finn’s cabin he gave me some apples. His dogs knew me and ran 

up to me. Met Mrs. Walker and Mrs. Canyon,” she wrote.167

Could his name have been especially difficult for Addie to pronounce? This is 

possible, but it seems given the pattern of identifying apparently new immigrants by their 

countries of origin that a social barrier separated new immigrants from native bom 

Americans like Addie. John’s accounts of living in the Klondike and Alaska indicate that 

he befriended other men who were either new immigrants from other countries or had 

come to America as children like himself, which raises the question of whether Addie’s 

distinction between American and foreign bom women was a personal reflection of her 

own discomfort with foreigners as opposed to widespread social tension between 

Americans and foreigners.

Other women who ran businesses, such as road houses, provide yet another image 

of the roles women filled in remote areas of Alaska. The description o f Mrs. O’Donald’s 

roadhouse in Dishkaket illustrates to readers the size and layout of a roadhouse and the 

way in which it served the surrounding community by providing a bar, beds, and meals, 

at the same time that it served as Mrs. O’Donald’s home:
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Mon. 6. At Dishakaket. We are stopping at Mrs. O’Donald’s road house.

Arrived here last night. This is the first road house I was ever in. The 

front part down stairs has been a bar room but the bar keeper stampeded to 

the Iditarod and this is vacant. In the rear is the bunk room. There are two 

bunks in a place, one above the other, and no partitions between them only 

curtains hung over them. . . .  The upstairs is all one room and that is 

kitchen, dining room and sitting room all combined. Mrs. O’Donald has 

one comer curtained off for her bunk. She has six regular boarders, and 

last night she had fifteen. She is the only white woman here.168

From Addie’s description, it appears that Mrs. O ’Donald ran the roadhouse by 

herself and that her business served as a social center for the white men and women in the 

area. Addie never mentioned anything else about Mrs. O’Donald or whether there was a 

Mr. O’Donald. There seemed to be an unmarried woman in Ophir as well.

When Addie and John arrived in Ophir, Addie met Miss Ross and Mrs. Vinal.

She described their physical characteristics briefly, providing readers with a sense of their 

looks, if not their personalities. Miss Ross, like Big Aggie, appeared to have been 

unmarried by her title and by the sign “Ophir Roadhouse, Miss Ross, Prop” clearly 

displayed on the front of the building. Apparently the presence of women running 

businesses was not uncommon in rural parts of Alaska, as Addie did not comment that 

they were a strange occurrence. Addie’s fairly frequent descriptions of women-owned



enterprises in such a remote part of Alaska suggest that such arrangements were common. 

Knowing more about these businesses and the roles women played in communities in 

Alaska would provide a better connection between the economic partnership linking men 

and women in mining communities and their mutual benefits.

Addie mentioned several other women in Ophir who appeared to have been there 

with their husbands. Addie’s need to connect with other women in this foreign 

environment is suggested by her descriptions of each woman she met. When Addie 

encountered Mrs. Walker and Mrs. Canyon, two other residents o f Ophir, Addie noted 

that Mrs. Walker had the only children in the camp, “a little boy about four and a young 

baby, the first white child bom in Ophir.”169 She also mentioned Mrs. Poulson and Mrs. 

Muckle, two other women o f whom she said very little, and two other unnamed women 

who lived “down the creek.” The mention of Mrs. Walker and her children raises the 

issue of possible concerns on Addie’s part about having a baby in a remote camp like 

Ophir where there would have been limited medical support systems and assistance 

during childbirth. Addie did not mention such a concern, leaving readers to wonder 

whether she would have done so if she had been writing a personal journal rather than a 

letter to be read by the “homefolks.”

In all, Addie’s letter mentioned at least nine women who lived in Ophir when she 

arrived on June 25, 1910. Their boat was one of the first into Ophir that spring, so it is 

likely that these women had lived in Ophir over the winter. The 1909 Polk Directory, a
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phonebook-like listing of individuals and businesses in each Alaska community 

published yearly, listed only two women in Ophir — Mrs. Vinal, the postmaster, and Mrs. 

McLean, co-owner with her husband of the McLean Roadhouse. “Ross” is the listing for 

the Ophir Roadhouse, run by Miss Ross, and no name is listed for the Box Car 

Roadhouse, which Big Aggie either managed or owned. None of the other women to 

whom Addie referred appears in the directory. Although women were excluded from the 

written records, it is evident from Addie’s account that they provided services in the new 

community through their businesses, or in the case of Addie, as support to their mining 

husbands by preparing meals, washing laundry, knitting and sewing clothes, and 

performing other housekeeping tasks. She described her role in her travel letter as 

serving as cook to John and his mining partners. Undoubtedly she performed other 

housekeeping duties.

Addie wrote primarily about her interactions with white women and very little 

about Alaska Native women. Her scant interactions with Alaska Natives were indicative 

of the time when considerable social distance existed between Alaska Natives and most 

white Americans. Another traveler, Ellen Blount, in her published recollections of 

traveling through Alaska around 1910, spoke disparagingly of Native Alaskans, 

seemingly unable to overcome her ethnocentrism, as illustrated by her writing, “...to my 

mind a European’s visit to Indian villages should be so short that they are mere peepholes
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into the picturesque, unknown world; or so long they the traveler . .  .forgets the 

household rights and customs to which he was born and bred.”170

Addie appears to have viewed Alaska Natives as curiosities. Perhaps John had 

told her about Alaska and about interactions with Native women during the Klondike 

Stampede. He may well have mentioned that there were a number of white men who 

during the gold rush married Native women. However, as more white women moved into 

the territory, this practice decreased, although Addie mentioned men she encountered on 

her way to Ophir with their Native wives. Thus readers are left with the impression that 

Alaska Natives lived on the periphery of Addie’s awareness. It would be interesting to 

know how Addie later interacted with Alaska Natives after living in Ophir for a few 

years. In period journals and recollections of the gold rush period there is an indication 

that white and Native communities relied on one another in a mutually beneficial 

relationship for food, supplies, and services, and understanding their relationship would 

prove to be useful for a broader social history o f Alaska.

Addie Rieck’s travel letter demonstrates how women’s experiences traveling to 

frontiers are linked thematically. As in women’s diaries explored by historians of the 

American West, one finds in Addie’s writing experiences and conditions such as the 

natural environment, loneliness, female companionship, and social structure related to 

class and ethnicity. Addie’s reflections demonstrate how women on frontiers 

experienced similar circumstances, regardless o f their location.
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Conclusion

Women’s narratives are essential to understanding to any era in history. As half 

of the human population, their stories, observations, descriptions, concerns and analysis 

provide modem readers a sense of the time in which the women lived. Yet, little 

historical analysis has been completed that includes women’s varied personal writings, 

biographies, autobiographies, and interviews describing their experiences in the Alaska 

gold rush period. Considerable work has been accomplished with the history of women 

in the neighboring Klondike, and it is likely the women in the two regions shared similar 

concerns and challenges. However, the experiences of women in Alaska need further 

analysis to determine how their presence and actions shaped the mining communities in 

which they lived.

Addie Rieck’s travel letter from 1910 provides historians a number of insights not 

recorded in other sources of the time. From her travel letter readers leam that unlike 

travelers a decade earlier to the Klondike, travel conditions were remarkably comfortable 

by 1910. The establishment of regularly scheduled steamships, trains, and a regional boat 

system allowed men and women to travel relatively easily to even the remotest parts of 

Alaska during the summer travel season. Unlike earlier travelers, Addie never 

experienced having to build her own boat, as her husband John had a decade earlier, and 

she did not have to pack in large quantities of supplies. By 1910, freight moved from 

boat to train to boat with ease. The only point of difficulty Addie encountered was in 

crossing Lake Lindeman, where, because it was early spring, the transportation of goods 

over the ice proved challenging for everyone who attempted it. Even her 18 days on a
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pole boat between Dishkaket and Ophir, although long, included little discomfort that she 

described other than mosquitoes. Addie portrayed her journey in a positive light, much 

like a tourist might experience on a trek into a mildly remote area. On the variety of 

steamboats aboard which she traveled, she constantly had company, which made moving 

to a remote region less daunting than traveling to the Klondike in 1898 must have been 

for women.

The travel letter demonstrates that although Addie was traveling in 1910, under 

relatively modem conditions, she experienced loneliness during her trip. This theme of

loneliness played out through her descriptions of the few women traveling with her and
*

on her journey to her new home in Ophir. Although Alaska’s transportation had changed 

considerably and a telegraph was available in Ophir, the mail was not consistent, and 

Addie was far from home and family. In her letter she stated that she would make the 

best of her stay in Ophir and that John made things as convenient as he could, but it is 

apparent that the companionship of other women was important to her. Her references to 

the few women she encountered suggested that she may have felt some anxiety at the 

prospect of moving to a community where she could expect to have little female 

companionship.

References to social conventions also arose in the travel letter. Were the women 

who lived in Ophir the type whom Addie could befriend? Throughout the travel letter 

Addie related stories of women she thought might be prostitutes, women of questionable 

repute, like “Big Aggie” who suffered from alcoholism, and of others whose social status
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was apparently acceptable. Would Addie find that the women who lived in Ophir were 

not ones she would chose to befriend? For women who lived in remote areas where there 

were few other women, would social conventions adapt or would a woman remain aloof 

if the only other women were prostitutes? Those are questions that remain unanswered 

within this thesis but which could provide interesting discussions on the strength o f social 

conventions versus the need for friends of the same gender in sparsely populated regions.

The physical environment also caused Addie concern. The swarms of mosquitoes 

that plagued their trip from Dishkaket to Ophir demonstrated how the natural 

environment would prove challenging. The Innoko was, and is, covered in swampy land
-UP

that provides a haven for mosquitoes, creating hell on earth for anyone living there.

Addie and newspapers of the period described the mosquitoes as being merciless, and 

clearly they presented a difficult force of nature with which to contend. Unlike locusts in 

the American West that might pass through, mosquitoes were an annual affliction, and 

based on the descriptions o f the time, one wonders how men or women could maintain 

their sanity in such an environment. Clearly men and women were willing to go to great 

lengths to find gold in Alaska. Even with the incessant buzzing of mosquitoes as “thick 

as hair on a dog’s back,” dogged determination kept gold seekers looking for the big 

strike.

From Addie’s travel letter readers receive an impression of the Innoko area and 

travel to Ophir that is currently unavailable in any other form. Her writing provides 

insight into a region that has largely been ignored by historians even though it contained

103



one of the largest gold producing sites in the territory and hosted the last great stampede 

of the gold rush period. Further research is warranted on Ophir and Iditarod in order to 

better understand how these communities, inhabited by seasoned stampeders who had 

participated in gold rushes to other parts of the territory, compared to places like Nome 

and Dawson.

A group of women that deserves more attention is the entrepreneurs who ran 

roadhouses, such as “Big Aggie,” Mrs. O’Donald, and Miss Ross. Why did they move to 

such remote areas? Was it to help their husbands or relatives with their mining ventures

by having a business to generate funds? Were the women there on their own as*

independent businesswomen? How were they seen by the communities they served? 

Were there other women like “Big Aggie” who had drinking problems, and how did they 

fit into communities? Finding these women will be difficult, but by bringing their 

histories to light one can create an interpretation of life in Alaska mining camps 

acknowledging how men and women developed communities side by side rather than 

perpetuating the dominant myth o f the solitary miner in the wilderness. This myth of 

male adventure does not serve students o f history well in understanding how and why 

communities developed in the manner they did, nor does it accurately reflect the personal 

histories of the men and women who lived there. By acknowledging the efforts of more 

than one group or gender, a more representative picture of Alaska’s history during the 

gold rush period can be developed.
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