
WP
&
YR

1898

-
2016



Klondike Gold Rush
1896-1899

• Gold discovered in Bonanza Creek, August 16th, 1896 
near what would become Dawson city. The news 
reached Seattle in the spring of 1897 and by summer 
1898 100,000 people would head to Alaska. 30,000 
of these would reach Dawson City and 4000 would 
actually find some gold. Most ended up as workers 
on the WP&YR or as miners working for someone 
else. Many ran out of money on the way there and 
headed back home penniless. Gold was discovered in 
Nome in 1899 and the Klondike Rush was over.



Built to transport Miners, supplies and 
Gold between Skagway and Fort 

Selkirk, Yukon, 325 miles from 

Skagway. Like many railroads it never 
reached it’s ultimate charter 

destination, instead, reaching as far as 

Whitehorse, 110 miles north of 

Skagway.   



Skagway (Skaguay)

Summit – 20.5 miles 
out of Skagway

Bennett





One ton of supplies 
required by the 

Canadian Mounties 
per person before 
being allowed to 

cross the border into 
Canada. This required 

up to 40 trips up the 

trail per person. The 
situation was ripe for 

a railroad, but the 
terrain was deemed 

impossible.  



The railroad idea was cooked up in one 
night over cigars and whiskey and by 

morning a deal was struck. $10,000,000 
was raised in London. In April 1898 the 

right-of-way was acquired and track was 

laid on May 28th. The first work train left 

town July 21st 1898 over the first 4 miles of 

track. Construction was completed to 

Bennett by July 29th 1899 and to 

Whitehorse on July 21st, 1900. 



Construction required 35,000 men and 450
tons of dynamite. To reach the summit of 
White Pass, the railroad traverses cliff-

hanging 160 curves, climbs 3000 feet, goes 

thru 2 tunnels, over numerous trestles and 

bridges, climbs at rates up to 3.9% and does 

it all in 20.5 miles.

Imagine trying to make this railroad happen in 2016. How many years would it 
take to just get it thru Congress and past the President and then the permits and 
then Canadian cooperation and how many billions of dollars and ……………..it is 
safe to say it would never be built in today’s regulatory environment.



By the time the railroad reached Bennett, the Gold 
Rush was over. However, there was a lot of traffic 
over the line as men, supplies and increasingly 
sophisticated machinery still needed to be 
transported back and forth and most of the gold, 
silver, copper and other minerals being found were 
shipped thru Skagway to points farther south. The 
WP&YR purchased a fleet of steamboats and ran 
those between Whitehorse and Dawson City up 
and down the Yukon River. It was a profitable 

enterprise still making plenty of money in 1914 
when it netted $250,000 profit on gross revenue of 

$350,000, had 11 locomotives, 15 passenger cars and 

233 freight cars.



The Depression era was a difficult time for the 

WP&YR with train service cut back to 1 train per 

week at times. However, better times for the 
railroad were ahead as WWII was on the horizon.



When Japan invaded the Aleutian Islands it became clear to 
the US and Canada that a road was needed to Alaska. 
Construction was started in Canada and also at Whitehorse 
in the Yukon. The WP&YR became the supplier of all the 

road materials for the Northern section of the road. The 10
worn-out old locomotives and remaining old freight and 
passenger cars were flogged mercilessly by the company 
but were simply not up to the task. Tonnage moved 

increased 2 ½ times annual prewar amounts in the first 9
months of 1942 but it moved much too slowly so on October 

1st 1942 the Army leased the railroad for the duration of 

the war. 26 locomotives shipped in from the D&RGW, 

Silverton Northern, C&S, ET&WNC and 11 brand new War 

department S118 2-8-2’s along with 258 cars of all sorts 

arrived and shipments soared to 281,962 tons in 1943.



This represented 10 years worth of prewar traffic, in one 

year. The peak day was Aug 4th, 1943 with 38 trains 

moving 3380+ tons of material from Skagway to 

Whitehorse. Traffic tapered after that and the railroad 
started scrapping many of the already wornout
locomotives and freight cars. Some were used as rip-rap in 
the Skagway River and others were shipped out to Seattle 
and the scrappers. In 1946 the railroad lease was 
terminated by the Army and the operations reverted to the 
private owners.



1946 - 1982
Following WWII the WP&YR became a more fully 
integrated transportation company operating:
1. Docks
2. Trains 
3. Stage coaches 
4. Sleighs 
5. Buses 
6. Paddle wheelers 
7. Trucks 
8. Ships 
9. Airplanes 
10.Hotels 
11.Pipelines



• Dieselization occurred in 1954
• Introduced containerized shipping in 1956
• The Faro lead/zinc mine opened in 1969 and the 

railroad upgraded the docks in Skagway, built 
a new tunnel and bridge at the Dead Horse 
Gulch site, bypassing the old Cantilever bridge 
which could not handle the weight of the ore 
trains and upgraded the rail lines. Major debt 
incurred.

• In 1982 the Faro mine closed due to plunging 
commodity prices. When the mine didn’t reopen 
in a few months, the railroad shut down.

• In 1988 the railroad reopened as a 
tourist/passenger line only.

• There are hopes to reopen as far as Whitehorse 



So much for the History, now for 
the Scenery





#1 built in 1898 by Cooke Locomotive works, operates occasionally for special 

events. 





The WP&YR Depot as it was in 2013 when we were there.



1955 General Electric Shovel-nosed Diesels pulled our train. 



1960’s era ALCO diesels are also part of the roster.









WP&YR Shops, just outside of town.



#73 is a 
2-8-2 
1947 
Baldwin 
product 
which is 
still used 
for 
special 
trains 
and was 
fired up 
the day 
we were 
there.



There is at least one remaining tank car but the 

number was not visible so, was it a Gramps?



The scenery starts just past the shops – Skagway River

















Skagway, several miles and several hundred feet below.



No, our train is not that long.



This is a 
view not 
unlike that 
from the 
High Line of 
the D&S in 
Colorado or 
the C&TS at 
Toltec 
Gorge. At 
the bottom 
is some 
debris from 
a train 
wreck long 
ago.



This boulder is 
estimated to weigh 50 
tons and is the 
headstone for 2 
workers who were 
crushed under it when 
it rolled down the 
mountainside during 
the railroad 
construction. There is a 
small sign you can see 
that indicates what 
happened there in 

1898. They were 2 of 

the 35 who died 

during construction.



Anybody thinking of Windy Point?



















One of 
the very 
few 
places 
large 
enough 
for a 
siding.























This steel cantilever bridge was designated an International 

Civil Engineering Landmark in 1984, one of only 36 such in 

the world, alongside the Eiffel Tower, Panama Canal and etc.





This steel cantilever bridge was the tallest, highest and 

longest of it’s kind in the world when it was built in 1898.















The End


