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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.


