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Dreams of salmon Turn To GolD

Christmas Thoughts

Christmas Eve, 1888

I am camped on a mountainside tonight,
one hundred miles from the sea,

And the smell of the caribou steak on the coals,
is a grateful odor to me

For the deer were fleet-footed and shy today,
and I’ve roamed the mountain’s breast,
‘Till the bearskin robe on my cozy bed

seems beckoning me to rest.
But a tall, old spruce by the campfire’s glow

bows his glittering top to me,
And seems to whisper, “ ’Tis Christmas Eve,

and I’m your Christmas tree.”
Then a flood of memories o’er me creep

and my spirit afar doth roam,
To where there’s another glittering tree,

in a California home.
There all is light and life and love,
and the children laugh with glee,

And I cannot but wonder, with wistful pain,
are they thinking tonight of me?

But a whisper comes from the tall, old spruce,
and my soul from pain is free,

For I know when they kneel together tonight,
they’ll all be praying for me.
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These lines, found in an old memorandum book, were 
written by a man who wandered up and down the Yukon 
River for 11 years before his gold discovery electrified the 

world.
Over glaciers, through marshes, among forests, lakes, rivers and 

mountains, George Washington Carmack traveled with his Native 
companions. He seemed a misfit in a land where every man was 
searching for gold. He only wanted to live like the Natives among 
whom he’d made his home since coming north in 1885.

Yet, it was he and his trusted Native friends, Skookum Jim 
and Tagish Charley, who discovered gold on a creek that old-time 
prospectors dismissed as “too wide and too deep and besides the 
willows don’t lean right.”

While gold-seekers were scrambling and digging for the precious 
metal from Birch Creek to Fortymile, indolent, easy-going Carmack 
went up and down the Yukon fishing, hunting and living off the 
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George Washington Carmack’s friend Tagish Charley and his dogs haul a sled loaded with 
supplies to Tagish, Yukon Territory. Tagish Charley, also known as Káa Goox and Dawson 
Charley, was a cousin of Carmack’s wife, Kate, and part of the famous discovery of gold 
along the Klondike.

University of Washington, Eric A. Hegg Collection, HEG407



land. No one took him seriously – the 
men at Fortymile called him “Lying 
George,” for he always tried to present 
his fortunes in the best favorable light.

Unlike hard-working prospectors, 
George had time for the “better 
things of life.” In his cabin he had 
an organ and a library, including 
such journals as Scientific American 
and Review of Reviews. He enjoyed 
talking on scientific matters and 
writing sentimental poetry like his 
“Christmas Thoughts.”

Born at Port Costa, Calif., George 
had grown up in that California home 
he dreamed about one Christmas in 
the far North Country. He came from 
an old frontier family, for his father 
had been one of the “Forty-Niners” 
who came West in a covered wagon to 
search for gold in California.

George, born Sept. 24, 1869, 
had the frontier spirit, too, and the 

unexplored reaches of Alaska and the Northwest drew him. He 
shipped to Alaska on board The Queen of the Pacific, leaving San 
Francisco on March 31, 1885, and transferred to the steamer Idaho 
in Port Townsend, Wash. He disembarked at Juneau, signed in at a 
hotel and soon met two brothers, Hugh and Albert Day, who had 
prospected in the Yukon and were on their way back to dig for gold 
again.

Carmack talked three other adventurers into joining him, and 
they struck out on May 16, 1885, to seek their fortunes in the Yukon. 
But by August, he had returned to the Southeast town. Between 1885 
and 1896, he wandered back and forth from the Arctic coast to the 
Pacific coast and worked as a packer over the Chilkoot Pass.
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George Washington Carmack, 
credited with starting the gold rush 
to the Klondike, at first thought his 
dream of fish with gold nuggets for 
scales meant that he should go fishing.

University of Washington, Asahel Curtis
Collection, CUR1618



Carmack joined Maj. William Ogilvie’s survey party, sent to survey 
the Alaska-Canada boundary in 1887. He guided the party over the 
pass to Lake Bennett, for by this time, Carmack knew the country 
well and could speak both the Chilkoot, or Tlingit, and Tagish, or 
Tenneh, languages and was very helpful to Ogilvie in dealing with 
the Indians. George truly enjoyed being 
among Alaska’s Native people.

In fact, it was said that one couldn’t 
please him better than to tell him he was 
“getting to be more and more like an 
Indian every day.” Jowly, round-faced 
Carmack married the Tagish chief’s 
daughter. When she died soon after 
their marriage, Carmack married her 
sister, Kate (Shaaw Tláa). Many said 
his ambition was to become chief of the 
tribe.

Carmack also made an effort to do 
something with the coal he’d discovered 
near the settlement known now as 
Carmack’s, Yukon Territory. He grew 

tired of the effort, however, and 
in 1895 posted a note on his cabin 
door that read, “Gone to Fortymile 
for grub,” and never returned.

He and his Indian friends 
secured an outfit at Fort Selkirk 
and passed the winter instead. He 
was alone, however, when in the 
spring of 1896, while sitting one 
day among the ruins of old Fort 
Selkirk, he had a premonition as 
he gazed on the morning state – a 
premonition that a great change 
was coming into his life.
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James Mason (Keish), above, and 
Tagish Charley (Káa Goox), below, 
befriended George Washington 
Carmack and co-discoverered 
the Klondike gold fields with him.

Museum of Canada, Yukon Archives

Museum of Canada, Yukon Archives



“Right then and there,” he later recalled, “I made up my mind to 
take action on that hunch, so taking a silver dollar out of my pocket – 
that was all the cheechako money I had – I flipped it high into the air.”

If it came up heads, he thought it meant he should go upstream. 
If tails, it meant that fate had something in store for him downstream. 
Tails turned up, so Carmack got into his canoe and started paddling 
downstream the 200 miles or so to Fortymile.

His mystic experience wasn’t finished, however, for that night he 
had a vivid dream.

“I dreamed that I was sitting on the bank of a small stream of 
water, watching the grayling shoot the rapids. Suddenly, the grayling 
began to scatter as two large king salmon shot up the stream in a 
flurry of foaming water and came to a dead stop in front of the bank 
where I was sitting.

“They were two beautiful fish, but I noticed that instead of having 
scales like salmon, they were covered with an armor of bright, gold 
nuggets and had $20 gold pieces for eyes. ...”

How he reacted to the dream casts some insight into Carmack’s 
character, for he took this dream as a sign, not that he should hunt 
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While sitting among the ruins of old Fort Selkirk on the Yukon River in the spring of 1896, 
George Washington Carmack had a premonition that a change was coming into his life. 
Shortly thereafter, he made a discovery that brought thousands of people to the Klondike.

University of Washington, Eric Hegg Collection, HEG208
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for gold, but that he should go fishing. But fish where? After careful 
thought, he decided upon the Throndiuk – later called Klondike – 
because it was a good salmon stream. And so it was that the riches of 
the Klondike were discovered.

On the first of July 1896, he left Fortymile for his fishing expedition 
and was joined by his wife, Kate, at least one of his children, whom 
miners called “Graphie Gracey” because they couldn’t pronounce her 
Indian name, and of course, Jim and Charley.

The men set their nets and hauled in a few king salmon, but the 
fishing was very poor – the poorest Carmack could remember. The 
men gave up fishing and cut timber instead. The sawmill at Fortymile 
paid $25 per 1,000 board feet, and the men saw it as a chance to make 
a few dollars before winter.

Jim went in search of some good lumber about a mile up the 
Klondike. He turned south and followed a stream called Rabbit Creek.

Jim found a sturdy stand of trees and closely examined the water 
to see if logs could be floated downstream. He saw some flecks of gold 
and reported it to Carmack. But neither Carmack nor Charley showed 
any interest.

Like George Washington Carmack, many miners traveled to Fortymile, shown above, to 
restock supplies and share information while searching for gold along the Klondike.

University of Washington, Frank LaRoche Collection, LAR222
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Earlier that July they’d been 
approached by a white man, Robert 
Henderson, who told Carmack 
that he’d found prospects on some 
little creeks that drained into the 
Klondike – about 15 miles up from 
Carmack’s camp.

When Carmack asked about 
the chances of locating there, the 
Nova Scotian glanced toward Jim 
and Charley, and said with an air 
of scorn, “Well, there’s a chance 
for you, George, but I don’t want 
any damn Siwashes staking on that 
creek.”

His remark rankled Skookum 
Jim.

“Never mind, Jim,” Carmack 
told his friend. “This is a big 
country; we’ll find a creek of our 
own.”

Carmack’s restless nature, however, prompted him to take a look 
at Henderson’s diggings, but because of the presence of Jim and 
Charley, they were received coolly.

Exactly what happened next has been disputed, but two facts are 
clear. First, Carmack promised Henderson that if he found anything 
worthwhile on Rabbit Creek he would send word back. Second, 
Carmack’s friends tried to buy some tobacco from Henderson, but 
the white man refused to sell to them. He might have been short of 
supplies, but it is more likely that he refused because of his dislike of 
Indians. That attitude was to cost him dearly.

Carmack and his friends were not impressed with the prospects 
at Henderson’s diggings, anyway, and they started back over the 
mountains almost at once. It was hard going. Fallen trees and devil’s 
clubs barred their path.

Robert Henderson, co-founder of the 
Klondike rush, did not want Natives in 
his camp.

Alaska State Library, Wickersham Historical
Collection, ASL-P277-001-176
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They forced their way through underbrush, floundered over 
spongy tundra and hopped from clump to clump. Gnats and 
mosquitoes aggravated them, but they had to let the insects feast, for 
if they swatted the pesky bugs, they’d lose their footing and sink into 
the glacial ooze.

There are many stories as to the actual finding of gold on 
Rabbit Creek. But Maj. William Ogilvie obtained a true and accurate 
account, which he wrote in his book, Early Days on the Yukon. Ogilvie 
interviewed Carmack, Charley and Jim separately and together to 
discuss, criticize and reconcile their stories.

The men had exhausted their provisions before they got very far 
down the creek. Their progress was slow due to prospecting along 
the way, and at last they were too tired and weak to go any farther. 
Jim went hunting, shot a moose, and called for the others, who were a 
short distance away, to come to him.

While waiting for his friends to join him, Jim looked at the sand 
of the creek where he’d gone to get a drink. He found gold, he said, 
in greater quantities than he had ever seen before. That was Aug. 17, 
1896, a memorable day that still is celebrated in the Yukon Territory.

This is a view of Rabbit Creek Valley, later named Bonanza Creek, from across the 
Klondike River.

Museum of Canada, Yukon Archives
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The three men spent two days at this place, panning and testing 
the gravel up and down the creek, and they satisfied themselves that 
they had the best spot. Deciding to stake and record there, they got 
into a dispute as to who should stake the Discovery Claim.

In mining terms, the Discovery Claim was the first claim in a 
region and the center point of a mining district. The claims upstream 
from the Discovery Claim were numbered “One Above,” and the 
claims downstream were called “One Below” and so on. Preceding 
the number was the name of the creek on which the claim was found.

Skookum Jim thought the Discovery Claim on Rabbit Creek 
should be his by right of discovery, but Carmack told him that an 
Indian would not be allowed to record it. They finally decided the 
question by Carmack staking the Discovery Claim and assigning a 
half interest in it to Jim. Since the discoverer was entitled to a second 
claim, Carmack staked number One Below Discovery, too, and 
number Two Below was staked for Tagish Charley, while Skookum 
Jim staked number One Above.

After George Carmack, Skookum Jim and Tagish Charley discovered gold along Rabbit 
Creek, they renamed their find “Bonanza” and built sluice boxes to sift out the gold.

Museum of Canada, Yukon Archives
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Since they felt they had found a bonanza, they decided to rename 
Rabbit Creek and called it Bonanza. They panned out enough gold to 
fill a Winchester rifle cartridge shell, and the party then proceeded to 
the mouth of the Yukon. There they had prepared a raft of saw logs 
for the mill at Fortymile and on it Carmack and Charley went down 
to record the claims. Jim was sent back to cut timber for sluice boxes 
and keep an eye on the claims, for the country around was alive with 
claim jumpers looking for Henderson’s discovery.

Henderson always bitterly resented Carmack’s neglect to send 
him word of the new discovery, as Henderson said Carmack had 
promised. He did not learn of the new discovery until after all the 
rich ground was staked. Carmack seemed to have made no effort to 
let Henderson in on it, although he might have if Henderson had not 
insulted Jim and Charley, and by implication, himself.

Not much attention was paid to Carmack and Tagish Charley 
when they reached Fortymile and told about the new discovery. 
Carmack first stopped off at Bill McPhee’s saloon on his way to the 
mining recorder’s office. He felt, he remembered later, “as if I had just 
dealt myself a royal flush in the game of life,” and he wanted to deal in 
the men of Fortymile as well. He felt he was on the threshold of fame, 
respect and admiration.

When responses to his announcement were derisive and 
disbelieving, he pulled out the cartridge shell full of gold and dropped 
it on the bar. Gold of each creek is characteristic of that creek alone, so 
when the experienced miners examined Carmack’s sample, they saw 
it was different from any they had ever seen. All skepticism vanished, 
as they knew Carmack had found a new gold-bearing stream.

GOLD! The rush was on. Drunken men were thrown into boats. 
One man was tied and made to go along. By midnight, the stampede 
was in full swing and Fortymile was deserted in just a few hours. 
Two hundred claims were staked before the news got down to Oscar 
Ashby’s saloon in Circle City.

At first, Carmack, Charley and Jim worked together on Discovery 
One Above and One and Two Below. That is, Charley was supposed 
to be helping, but actually Jim did most of the work. In the spring of 
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The cabin in the foreground is where George Carmack and his friends discovered the first 
major gold deposit in the Klondike. Bonanza Creek and Gold Hill are seen to the right. 
The mouth of Eldorado Creek is just beyond Gold Hill.

George Carmack’s discovery of gold along Rabbit Creek started the gold rush that 
brought thousands of hopeful miners to the Klondike in 1897-1898.  Skookum Jim, middle, 
is seen here at Discovery Claim on Bonanza Creek.

University of Washington, Eric A. Hegg Collection, HEG735

University of Washington, Eric A. Hegg Collection, HEG 580
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1897, the men sold half of Tagish Charley’s Two Below and received 
$13,750. Charley and Jim put up a sluice box over the remaining 
ground and washed gold when they were in the mood.

They had to carry the dirt to the sluices in the same clumsy boxes 
in which they hauled the dirt from the shaft. But after their winter pay 
dirt dumps were sluiced out in spring 1898, Carmack and his friends 
received their first big payout. The three men divided about $150,000 
once they’d paid off the men who’d worked for them and paid all the 
required royalties to the Canadian government. The group then leased 
out their claims and Carmack, Kate, Jim and Charley went down to 
Seattle to see what civilization had to offer.

They stayed in the Butler, one of the best hotels in town. But the 
hotel had so many floors, halls and stairways that Kate used her 

After working the rich diggings of their Discovery Claim on Bonanza Creek, George, Kate 
and Graphie Gracey Carmack traveled to Seattle to see what the cosmopolitan city had 
to offer in the spring of 1897.

Museum of Canada, Yukon Archives
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skinning knife to slash a series of blazes on doors and mahogany 
banisters to keep from getting lost on the trail from the Carmack suite 
to the dining room.

She, Jim and Charley acquired a taste for champagne and amused 
themselves by flinging bills and gold nuggets into the streets. They 
watched with amusement as crowds pushed and shoved, bringing 
traffic to a standstill. Several times they were arrested and fined for 
drunkenness.

Meanwhile, Carmack, now 38, rode up and down the streets 
with an expensive cigar in his mouth and a sign emblazoned on his 
carriage identifying him as “George Carmack, Discoverer of Gold in 
the Yukon.”

The merry band of miners returned to the spring cleanup on 
Bonanza in April 1899. Carmack and his partners divided gold worth 
close to $200,000 for 
their efforts, and then 
returned to Seattle that 
July, according to James 
Albert Johnson, author 
of George Carmack. 
Tagish Charley, 
Skookum Jim and their 
families checked into 
the Seattle Hotel, and 
the Carmacks stayed at 
the Brunswick.

While Carmack 
was away inspecting a 
real-estate investment, 
Kate and her brother 
made news for The 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer:

“Mrs. George W. 
Carmack, the Indian 
wife of the discoverer 

Skookum Jim and Tagish Charley stayed at the Seattle 
Hotel during their foray into civilization.

University of Washington, Asahel
Curtis Collection, CUR1360



169DREAMS OF SALMON TURN TO GOLD

of the Klondike, slept last night in the city jail, charged with being 
drunk and disorderly and disturbing the peace of the city of Seattle. 
Under the same roof in the men’s ward Skookum Jim, her brother, 
found lodgings as a plain drunk. So much for the debasing tendencies 
of great wealth and the firewater of the white man.

“George W. Carmack, whose wife was arrested while executing an 
aboriginal Yukon war dance in the second floor corridor of the Seattle 
Hotel yesterday evening at about 6 o’clock, has a fortune estimated at 
not less than $200,000 in cash and is, besides, the owner of one of the 
most valuable claims in the Klondike mining district. ...”

Tagish Charley made the news a few days later.
“The troubles of George Carmack’s Indian brothers-in-law are 

never-ending. Yesterday it was Tagish Charley’s turn. After the 
incarceration of his brother, Skookum Jim, and his sister, Mrs. 
Carmack, on Tuesday night for drunkenness, Charley continued his 
uninterrupted spree in company with several white men of more or 
less shady reputation.”

The article said that Tagish Charley had been rebuked for his 
riotous conduct in the Seattle Hotel Bar and been advised by Seattle 
Police Sgt. Ward to go home. Later that day, Charley went to the police 
headquarters and claimed that he’d been taken to the headquarters 
the previous night and been robbed of gold nugget watches, rings, 
chains, scarf pins and a diamond stud worth about $400 cash.

“An investigation was made with the result that Tagish Charley’s 
belongings were found in the safe at the Seattle Hotel where he 
had been induced to leave them at 7 o’clock yesterday morning 
… The police say Charley would have been a ripe plum for some 
highwayman had he strayed away from the hotel before he deposited 
his valuables with the night clerk.”

Carmack was furious with their behavior, wrote Johnson, who 
found letters written by Carmack to his sister, Rose, in a bookstore in 
Seattle.

Carmack eventually dissolved his partnerships with Charley and 
Jim and left Kate because he could not tolerate their drinking any 
longer.



170 DREAMS OF GOLD

And civilization and the means to satisfy his desires seemed to 
have extinguished his wish to live like a Native, which had been his 
dream before his gold discovery.

He met Marguerite Laimee, who owned a cigar store in Dawson, 
and after a rapid courtship, married her on Oct. 30, 1900.

Kate was left to live unhappily in the civilized world, and 
continued to find herself going to jail in the company of one of her 
relatives. She was staying with Carmack’s sister, Rose, when, in 1900, 
Carmack wrote and said she should be sent North.

She returned to the Yukon in the summer of 1901, where she lived 
in a cabin built for her by her brother, Jim, who also supported her. 
Her daughter, Graphie Gracey, attended the mission school begun 
by Bishop William Carpenter Bompas at Caribou Crossing. Graphie 
Gracey later went to school in Whitehorse, her tuition paid for by Jim.

Kate finished out her life 
at Caribou Crossing, later 
renamed Carcross, on Lake 
Tagish. As a reminder of 
better days, she always wore 
a necklace of nuggets taken 
from the famous claim on 
Bonanza Creek. She died in 
1920, and an old gray stone 
marks her grave.

Carmack and Marguerite 
apparently lived a happy life 
together until he died from 
pneumonia in Vancouver in 
June 1922 at the age of 62.

He had invested in 
Seattle real estate and built 
an apartment house and 
hotel, which brought him 
an income of $500 a month. 
He also operated a mine in 

Kate Carmack, pictured here in 1919, lived out 
her days in Carcross.

Museum of Canada, Yukon Archives
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California. He left a healthy estate, which his wife, who died in 
California in 1949, inherited.

Tagish Charley and Skookum Jim were made honorary citizens 
of the Dominion of Canada for their part in discovering the Klondike 
gold. Charley sold his mining properties in 1901. He spent the rest of 
his life at Carcross where he bought the Carcross Hotel, entertained 
lavishly, gambled frequently, and finally, on Dec. 26, 1908, during a 
drunken spree, fell off a bridge and drowned at the age of 42.

Skookum Jim lived in Carcross during the fall and winter. He 
returned to the Klondike each year for spring cleanup. He spent quite 
a bit of time in the Dawson jail, too, for being drunk and disorderly.

Jim finally sold his Klondike mines to the Lewis River Mining 
and Dredging Company for $65,000 in 1904, and then spent the next 
10 years traveling ceaselessly across the North vainly seeking another 
gold claim – even though his mining property paid him royalties of 
$90,000 a year. So fierce was his quest, that in the end, his magnificent 
physique was weakened and he died, worn out, on July 11, 1916.

Henderson outlived them all. He was belatedly recognized as 
a codiscoverer of the Klondike and was given a pension of $200 a 
month. For the rest of his life, he continued to look for gold and died 
in 1933, talking of the big strike he still hoped to find.

Skookum Jim and Kate moved back to Carcross, originally named Caribou Crossing.

Museum of Canada, Yukon Archives
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Carmack had saved 22 nuggets from the first pans of dirt he 
worked out at Bonanza Creek. In 1909 these nuggets were made into 
a telegraph key that was presented to President William Howard Taft 
and used by him in opening the Alaska-Yukon Exposition in Seattle.

The exposition was not the only thing opened up by Klondike 
gold. In 1896, the United States was in the third year of a severe 
depression. Banks failed right and left, and there was unemployment 
from coast to coast. Heavy exports of gold had depleted the country’s 
treasury.

The Klondike gold loosened up capital all over the world, 
stimulated inventiveness and gave employment to many. It helped 
San Francisco, revived Portland, Ore., and was the making of Seattle. 
It was the last of the great international gold rushes.

“There has been nothing like the Klondike before, there has been 
nothing like it since, and there can never be anything like it again,” 
wrote Pierre Berton in his book, Klondike Fever.

Carmack’s Rabbit Creek discovery, later known as Bonanza, drew 
many prospectors with Klondike fever north to dig their fortunes from 
the gold-laden land. Most did not succeed in realizing their dreams, 
but one man who was in the bar at Fortymile when Carmack first told 
of his find became rich beyond his wildest expectations.

A telegraph key made of 22 gold nuggets was given to President William Howard Taft in 
1909 at the Alaska-Yukon Exposition in Seattle. This photo shows Expo buildings on the 
University of Washington campus.

Anchorage Museum of History and Art, General Photograph File, AMHA-b62-1-2241


