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PROLOGUE



“Would You Like to Be a Millionaire?”


ONE DAY NEAR THE END OF FEBRUARY 1900, A YOUNG MAN IN HIS twenties set out from his home near Dawson City, in the upper northwest of Canada, on his bicycle. Under a canopy of polar stars, the sun reluctant to appear at this time of year, he made his way along a rough narrow track on the frozen river used by sled dog teams, the trail spotted with the blood of the animals, their nails cracked and paws shredded by shards of ice. Mountainous ice jams halted his progress, forcing him to haul his bike aloft for many yards at a stretch. The wind lashed his face, and the temperature plunged as low as forty-five degrees below zero. The wolves, luckily, let him be as he pedaled across the length of the territory of Alaska, sustained by muskrat stew. Nearly five weeks and a thousand miles later, he arrived at his destination, the settlement of Nome on the Bering Sea coast. His body was badly bruised, his hands and elbows skinned and his left knee nearly fractured from numerous tumbles along the way, and his nose, along with the rubber tires of his bicycle and the oil in its bearings, frozen. But he had made it. The townspeople, accustomed to seeing the occasional dogsledder but never before a cyclist, greeted him with astonishment. The purpose of his journey, though, came as no surprise. Ed Jesson had made for Nome to get a head start on the gold-mining season. His gamble, for which he might have paid with his life, was to reach the town before the Bering thawed and steamers arrived with thousands of prospectors in frenzied search of the glittering treasure.


Alaska’s gold was the talk and envy of the world. All signs pointed to abundant deposits in the Nome region. Indeed, prime discoveries already had been made, including by foreigners—“aliens”—whose claims some in the United States viewed as invalid. America’s gold was for Americans, the feeling went. On the US mainland, tens of thousands of men and more than a few women were making plans to get to Nome, the maddest dash of this kind since the Forty-Niners rushed California a half century earlier. For those afflicted with the fever, the trek was nowhere near as arduous as pedaling a bicycle across jagged ice. From Saint Paul on the Mississippi, getting across the Rockies and the Cascades all the way to Seattle on the Pacific took two and a half days by rail. From Seattle’s wharves, the voyage to Nome lasted about two weeks, icebergs permitting. Cape Nome offered “the chance of your whole life,” a flier distributed by the Great Northern rail line promised. “Few men become rich by slow economy. Fortunes are made by men of nerve and decision who take advantage of opportunities… WOULD YOU LIKE TO BE A MILLIONAIRE?”


Most tantalizing of all, treasure seekers could literally find Cape Nome’s gold on the beach, in flakes mixed with the ruby-colored sands stretching for many miles along the coast. Equipped with nothing more than a shovel and a crude, cradle-like wood box, known as a rocker, for filtering out the unwanted materials, a miner could clear $100 in a single day’s work, more than enough to cover the cost of the Alaska expedition. Beyond the beach, just a few miles inland, larger veins of gold lay in deposits in the creeks running through tundra speckled with stunted willow trees and covered with snow for most months of the year. And beyond these confirmed discoveries lay a vast and still largely unexplored terrain, containing possibly even more gold.


The idea that “few men become rich by slow economy” was not limited in its appeal to panners and miners. Nome exerted a pull on a class of people seldom disposed to lift anything heavier than a fountain pen. The lure of easy money bred speculative fancies and schemes, as various con artists and conniving lawyers, who were often in on the action, angled to gain control of choice mining properties. Why bother to pan for gold, why bother to sink a shaft into semifrozen ground warmed by a fire demanding constant tending, why brave the wilds at all, when someone else’s claim, already yielding the prize in mouth-watering quantities, might be there for the “legal” taking?


Few of these schemes came to anything. But one of them did. The mastermind was a political boss, a maker of US senators, with connections to the Executive Mansion, as the White House was then called, and to the most powerful business moguls in the nation. Alaska’s gold beckoned, and he wanted it. Naturally, he planned to cut in his friends. This was, after all, the time in American life known as the Gilded Age, and the bosses operated like lords of the realm, dispensing and receiving favors as a matter of course. The question was, Who would stop him?













Part One



DISCOVERY


Gold “throws off rays that devour the soul.… Gold, like passion, makes glands work until the human mind goes berserk.”


—Nome dogsled driver A. A. “Scotty” Allan, quoted in Preston Jones, Empire’s Edge















Chapter 1



ANVIL CREEK


A YOUNG MAN STOOD IN A SHALLOW CREEK, PAN IN HAND, THE CLEAR, cold water rushing by his feet. It was a fairly narrow creek, hemmed in on both sides by dark green brush. In the near distance was a small mountain, ringed by patches of snow, with an eerie-looking pile of large dark rocks, in the shape of an anvil, on the summit. Muskox, a type of wild goat, sometimes could be seen resting on the snow. With two companions, Jafet Lindeberg had arrived at the creek, in a stretch of northwestern Alaska several miles inland from the Bering seacoast, in search of gold. It was late September 1898—seventeen months before cyclist Ed Jesson made his heroic journey across Alaska. Jafet, slight of build and new to the work, did not find panning easy. Scooping sand, gravel, and water and sloshing and swirling the slurry strained the muscles of the hands and arms, the shoulders, neck, and back. Gold, if there was any, was apt to take the form of a fine power, mixed with all the other elements of the sand. The idea was to separate gold particles, heavier even than lead, from the mixture. This could consume twenty minutes or even half an hour for a single scoop of dirt, the pan tilted to let water and unwanted sand escape, refilled to recreate the slurry, a weary finger tapping the side of the pan to get the speckles to move toward the rim. The unpracticed eye might get taken in by crystals of a shiny yellow mineral, iron pyrite, known as “fool’s gold.” The reward for this effort and aggravation, even in a place known to contain gold, might be little more than a small fraction of a single gram.


But on this day, Lindeberg’s first at the creek, the task was easy. Gold abounded, not in a dust but in flakes. Anvil Creek, as the men named this blue ribbon of water, was a spectacular find. The vast majority of prospectors would never stumble upon such a discovery in a lifetime of pursuit. Lindeberg and his two fellow prospectors broke off twigs from what counted for trees in the Arctic tundra—the dwarf willow, standing from three to five feet high—and staked a claim across and along a section of the creek, in the shape of a parallelogram. The men marked each corner stake with a notice written in lead pencil, the notice listing their names, the date of the find, and a physical description of this particular spot. They agreed to share the claim as equal partners, and they called it Discovery.


The men could not know this, but there was gold to be found just about everywhere in these parts. There was gold in many of the creeks, gold in the gulches, gold in the meadows on which prospectors walked, in some places in lodes sixty feet under the ground on top of bedrock, the lodes formed possibly more than four billion years before, in the Precambrian geological era. There was gold in the coastal beach sands, gold beneath the Bering floor, gold embedded in bluffs jutting into the sea. Gold of every conceivable shape and texture—including, in the not-distant future, a seven-inch-long slab weighing 107 ounces—awaited discovery. It might have been supposed the gold came from the seas, spat up on land by gigantic waves. But the truth was the opposite: the gold came from the tundra; some of the accumulated deposits washed into the sea. The gold in the icy streams draining the mountains originated in the veins under the earth, ground down by glaciers, the dust, flakes, and nuggets in time migrating to the water beds and concentrating there in pockets. The gold had lain in wait for eons, noticed by natives as “colors” in the streams.


The dream of gold had led Jafet Lindeberg to leave his uneventful life in Norway. Jafet was from Varanger, in the northeast corner of the country, along the Barents Sea. Born there in 1874, the youngest of twelve children, he was raised to work in the lumberyards, cutting cordwood out of birch. He was just past twenty years old when he heard the news of a sensational strike in the Klondike. Eager to travel there by any means, he signed up for a mission of the US government to transport reindeer from Norway to southeastern Alaska for the purpose of conveying supplies to the miners in the Yukon. He knew nothing about tending reindeer but was hired anyway. He made passage to Seattle and then on to Skagway, on the south coast of Alaska. His task was to find food for the animals, many of whom proved too weak to survive. He resigned his commission and by April 1898 had joined the throngs heading north. Dozens of trekkers had died from snowslides and dozens more from spinal meningitis. Toes and fingers had been lost to frostbite. One adventurer made it over the pass and built a boat to maneuver through rapids only to smash the boat against a rock and lose all his belongings. After retracing his journey from the start, making a new boat, and setting off again, his boat shattered against the same rock as before—at which point the thwarted adventurer blew his brains out. Such stories were known by all; yet still Jafet longed to get through that “storm-locked gate to the golden door,” as the trail to the Klondike was called. Fortunately for him, perhaps, an avalanche blocked his path. After helping to rescue the stricken, he returned to Seattle. Again he enlisted in a reindeer mission, only this time the job was to assist native peoples in northern Alaska—the Eskimos—in the development of a sustainable reindeer industry. By government boat he proceeded to Saint Michael on Norton Sound. There he met a medical officer in the reindeer expedition, a fellow Norwegian, Dr. A. N. Kittilsen. The doctor told Jafet that there was no need to risk death by trying to get to the Klondike—there was gold to be found nearby in a new mining district, known as Council, reachable by a boat ride across Norton Sound to Golovin on the coast and a journey inland by river.


In this, a global age of gold, with big strikes not only in North America but also in Australia and Africa, fortune seekers like Jafet might travel thousands of miles to get to the fields. The influx raised a sensitive question of law and politics. The gold belonged to a common earth; yet the earth was divided among sovereign nations. As a legal matter, who was eligible to stake a claim in a given country? While in Saint Michael, Jafet received a vital piece of information. Even though he was a citizen of Norway, not of the United States, he was nonetheless eligible under the prevailing US law to stake a claim—so long as he first declared his intention to become an American citizen. In July 1898, he formally made his pledge before a judge operating as a US commissioner in Saint Michael. And that act, so he thought, took care of his right to participate in the chase for gold on the promising soils of Alaska, an American possession since its purchase from Russia just over thirty years earlier.


The Council district, as the white Europeans named it, covered a traditional fishing region for the native peoples. There was some gold to be found in the numerous creeks but not, as it proved, a great deal. In the settlement of Council City, on the banks of the Neukluk River, Lindeberg met his future partners, and the three men would soon become known as the “Three Swedes” (also the “Three Lucky Swedes”)—even though only the other two were natives of Sweden and they, unlike Lindeberg, were already naturalized US citizens. At the age of twenty-four, Jafet was the youngest of the three. The eldest, Erik Lindblom, forty-one, the son of a schoolteacher, had arrived in California in 1886. A dozen years later, barely making a living as a tailor and entranced by visions of gold, he joined a whaling expedition bound for the Bering Sea. He jumped ship at Grantley Harbor in northern Alaskan waters and found his way to Council City. The third man, John Brynteson, twenty-seven, the son of a farmer, came to America in 1887, one year after Lindblom. Having worked in the copper and iron mines of the upper peninsula of Michigan, he was the only one of the three with any actual mining experience. He arrived in Alaska in the spring of 1898 with the task of finding coal for the Swedish Covenant Mission at Golovin on Norton Sound, but before long he started prospecting for gold.


The “Three Swedes” resolved to head for fresh terrain. At Golovin, known by natives as Chinik, they attached a keel to an old flat-bottomed boat, hoisted a sail, set forth west along the sound, and turned north only to wash up at the mouth of a river in a storm, well short of their destination. To the native peoples, the coiling river was known as the Egoshoruk; white people renamed it as the Snake. From this spot the voyagers came upon what they called Anvil Creek, a tributary of the river about six miles in length. There were other promising streams too, and in addition to staking the Discovery claim jointly, the men marked individual claims for themselves. By power of attorney, they also staked a claim for P. H. Anderson of the Swedish mission. Anderson ran an educational program for Eskimo children, whom he aimed to make good Christians. There was no question of his status as an American: he was an Iowa farmer.


The men sailed back to Golovin to obtain more supplies at a trading post, their sampling of gold, worth about $50, stored in shotgun cases. They disclosed their find to Anderson as well as to Dr. Kittilsen of the reindeer station. Anderson, in turn, confided in a professional mining man in Golovin: G. W. “Gabe” Price, an agent for Charles D. Lane of San Francisco, one of the richest and shrewdest mining barons in America. Lane had fixed his wide-ranging eye on Alaska and tasked Price with scouting the territory for him. So far, Price had found nothing of value.


Although the discoverers were at first reluctant to disclose the location of their strike, Price won their trust and became their adviser. He told them a party had to return to the Anvil Creek area to restake the existing claims with a tape measure to conform exactly to the dimensions allowed by US law (1,320 by 660 feet), properly stake any new ones, formally establish a mining district, and legally record the properties. And with the Bering soon to freeze and become impassable, time was precious.


The missionary, Anderson, who was now a stakeholder, offered to lend them the Swedish mission’s huge two-masted schooner on the condition that the miners first construct a schoolhouse at Golovin for his charges. The schoolhouse hastily constructed, the schooner laden with food and mining equipment, the return party set sail.


As Price knew, a minimum of six adults was required to establish a mining district. The three discoverers, along with Price and Dr. Kittilsen, made five. The sixth man was known as Jo Hahn—his full name in English rendered as John Tornanses. Jo Hahn was a Laplander, or Lapp, a people indigenous to an Arctic Circle region of ice and snow encompassing portions of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia. Like Jafet Lindeberg, Jo Hahn had signed up with the American government to come to Alaska to help tend the reindeer. Unlike Lindeberg, Jo Hahn knew everything about these creatures, for the Lapps were a reindeer people. The reindeer gave them their meat, cheese, milk, and butter, as well as the hides for their clothing and footwear, their bedding and tent coverings. The animal, Jo Hahn and his cohorts found on arrival, was ideally suited for Alaska, finding abundant food in the white lichens that grew on tundra rocks. The reindeer was possibly more valuable than a dog, whose food—meat—humans had to supply. But once in Alaska, Jo Hahn abandoned his reindeer job. Just like Lindeberg, he went before the court of the US commissioner at Saint Michael and swore his intention to become an American citizen.


The mission’s schooner arrived at the mouth of the Snake in the middle of October. It was already cold and getting darker by the day. The tundra was starting to freeze, the creeks icing up, a thick blanket of snow soon to make mining virtually impossible. The men made it to the Anvil Creek site and declared the creation of the Cape Nome Mining District, the name taken from a bluff jutting out into the Bering. Gabe Price staked a prime Anvil claim for his boss, Charles Lane, and with Price and Dr. Kittilsen as witnesses, Jo Hahn staked a claim, Number Ten Above, meaning the tenth property upstream of the original Discovery claim. There was gold in the earth around the streams, not only in the beds of the waters, and the men lit fires to warm and soften the ground. Using rockers, they took as much gold as they could in the difficult conditions—about $1,800 worth. By the first week of November, work was no longer possible, and with the schooner that brought them now locked in by Bering ice, they made their way back to Golovin over land by dogsled.


These, then, were the principal stakeholders in the new Cape Nome district as the miners left the area: a Norwegian alien with a declared intention to become a US citizen and a Lapp alien in the same category; a pair of Swedish American immigrants with American citizenship; a Swedish missionary from Iowa who had not staked his own claim; and a US-born California mining magnate, represented by his agent. But what about the native inhabitants, the people known as Eskimos? Why were they not sharing in these riches? Decades later, an interviewer asked Jafet Lindeberg whether Eskimos were “in the neighborhood” at the time of the Anvil Creek discovery. “No, not even Eskimos” were present, he replied. To be charitable, Lindeberg’s memory perhaps failed him. Nevertheless, the truth was that the Eskimos were everywhere in the region—and more than that, the Anvil Creek finds might not have been made without them.


An Eskimo elder recorded a story featuring his grandfather, who was in the Sitnasuak village, at the mouth of the Egoshoruk, when the first missionaries arrived:




He saw the first one and said to him, “You come up here for gold too?”


He said, “No.”


My grandpa said, “What you come up here for?”


“Oh, I’m up here to spread the good word of the gospel.”


“Oh, you’re not interested in gold?”


He said, “No.”


“Okay, I can still tell you where that gold is, up here.”





By one account, an Inupiat Eskimo boy from Golovin, Constantine Uparazuck, steered the schooner that brought the mining party of six to the mouth of the Snake in October 1898. Constantine was a pupil at Anderson’s Swedish mission and was baptized there. In the Inupiat oral tradition, Constantine’s role in the Anvil discovery was expanded along with that played by a second boy, Gabriel Adams, a standout pupil at the Swedish mission whom Anderson had hired as an assistant. What came to be known within this oral tradition as the story of the two Eskimo boys became a kind of parallel narrative to the standard tale of the Three Swedes as told by white people. By the natives’ account, the two boys were, in effect, partners with the Scandinavians.


Whatever the precise truth, the Eskimos were cut out almost entirely from the Anvil Creek claims. The white people presumed falsely that the Alaskan natives were not eligible to stake mining claims in their own names. The founders of the Cape Nome Mining District awarded claim Number Nine Above Discovery to P. H. Anderson as a “trustee,” apparently on behalf of the two Eskimo boys, Constantine and Gabriel. But this arrangement became the subject of protracted litigation that in the end yielded very little for the Eskimo boys and their heirs. The encounter between the Eskimos and the white prospectors largely amounted to an exchange of diseases like measles, pneumonia, and syphilis transmitted to the natives and the theft of their boats, dogs, and food.


SO FAR AS AMERICA WAS CONCERNED, ALASKA WAS VIRGIN TERRITORY, more or less a blank slate. No matter that the word derived from a native expression for “a great land,” pronounced as “al-ak-shak” or “al-ay-ek-sa.” Human habitation began in Alaska several thousand years before American settlers arrived, with the Inupiat, Chugach, and Yup’ik in the northern coastal region, the Aleuts in the southeast, and the Athabascan Indians in the river valleys of the interior. America tended to overlook, too, the Russian foray into Alaska, dating to an expedition in the 1740s, among its goals “to look for any distinctive rocks and earth in which one might expect rich ores.” Alaskan history, in the American eye, began on March 30, 1867—the day that US Secretary of State William H. Seward signed a treaty with the tsarist government of Russia for the purchase of Alaska. The price was $7.2 million, about two cents per acre for an expanse twice the size of Texas. Critics of the acquisition railed against “Seward’s Folly” and “Seward’s Icebox.” They said the land was not worth the cost of maintenance alone. Supporters saw promise. “The treaty is a wise one,” said South Carolina’s Charleston Daily News. “It is very clear that, following the instinct of proprietorship that is always developed from a plantation to an empire, we intend to own this continent, ‘from the center all around to the sea.’” That was certainly Seward’s intention. “Give me fifty, forty, thirty more years of life,” he told a gathering in Boston, “and I will engage to give you the possession of the American continent and the control of the world.”


It took thirty-one years, but with the find at Anvil Creek, the “folly” seemed redeemed. Seward by then was long in his grave, but posterity at least could smile on the discovery, which chanced to take place on the body of Alaskan land named after him, the Seward Peninsula, appearing on maps as a large thumb jutting out into the Bering, tilted upward. Such was the power of gold to change, virtually overnight, the political and economic calculus of men with power and money and the mood of a nation. And so the jousting began. No matter who laid first claim to the riches of Alaska, the question remained as to whose hands the wealth would end up in.















Chapter 2



WHAT’S YOURS IS MINE


IN WINTERTIME, THE LARGE MAMMALS OF THE SEWARD PENINSULA mostly slept—the grizzlies beneath the snow, the humans under their quilts. The ptarmigan roosting in snowbanks and the moose feeding on willows by frozen riverbanks had the land to themselves, along with the fox and the wolf and the furry-footed snowshoe hare. The winter of 1898–1899, though, was different. The report of a big strike near where the Snake emptied into the Bering Sea was making its way through the usual channel of communication in these isolated parts—by word of mouth. From Council City and Saint Michael and from far more distant points in the forests of the interior, dogsled teams raced toward the area to claim the best pickings before they were gone.


Kirke Requa heard the news at her frosty campsite in the heart of the interior, at the mouth of the Tanana River, a tributary of the Yukon. Alaska’s highest mountain, Denali, rose in the distance to the south. With her uncle, Requa had arrived in the territory from the American mainland in the spring of 1898, joining a team of workers on a riverbed clearing job to ease navigation on the Yukon. On reaching the Tanana, the crew settled in for the winter. The New Year passed, and somehow word reached of the Anvil Creek strike. A group of nearly twenty decided to head en masse to Cape Nome on dogsleds. They faced a hazardous journey of some seven hundred miles through wilderness, not even a roadhouse along the way at which to stop for food. Carrying her own provisions, Requa left her uncle behind; at age seventy-five he was too frail to make the trip. A white woman on her own was a rarity in Alaska, as white settlers often made her aware. She knew nothing about mining, but that was the least of her concerns.


By the time the journeyers reached the Seward Peninsula, spring was announcing itself on the tundra. The rippling whistle of the male snow bunting was a first sign of the season. Migratory birds arrived from Africa, South America, and Australia. Golden eagles skirted meadows in search of ground squirrels, and rough-legged hawks swooped down from rocky perches to snag songbirds. Tiny wildflowers—glacier avens, mountain harebell, Arctic forget-me-nots—blossomed, dotting the brownish-green turf with splotches of bright purples, yellows, and oranges. Requa and her fellow dredgers arrived in Cape Nome in the first of week of May and found one hundred or so people already on the scene. She was puzzled by what struck her as a distinctly foreign, un-American place. “We called it ‘little Sweden’ for a while, there were so many Swedes,” she later recalled. And there were a number of odd-looking and odd-sounding men who she was told were Lapps: “I could not understand what they said.”


Like Jo Hahn Tornanses, the Laplander who rounded out the original set of claimants, these Lapps had come to Alaska on the pay of the US government to tend reindeer. The mining district covered a substantial amount of acreage radiating out from Anvil Creek. Requa found that a fair portion of the district was claimed already. And where it was not, she could not compete with the Lapps, who had devised a system for staking that made adept use of the reindeer in their charge. Small groups of Lapps, three to a team, moved along a sled pulled by reindeer; one fellow would hop out and pace off, as best he could, the length of a claim, a second, a bundle of willow twigs in hand, would plant one at a corner and hammer the stake home, a notice wedged into the stake, and the reindeer procession would continue, never fully halting. After witnessing this display in a spot twenty miles from the tent she had made her home, Requa gave up and trudged wearily back to camp.


THE WORST SIN IN MINING WAS THE CLAIMS JUMP: A LATECOMER TO A PROMISING field takes as his own someone else’s clearly marked and duly registered claim. For such a violation, the accused might be put on trial before a jury of fellow miners, with punishment as severe as death by lynching—rough justice to warn all others against attempting the same. Whether a claim truly had been jumped was not always so clear, though.


One day Requa and two male friends made their way to a river, running parallel to the Snake to the east, which the settlers called the Nome. There they began exploring a tributary known by miners as Dexter Creek, in honor of John Dexter, operator of a trading post at Golovin to which many miners went for supplies. The ice in the creek had melted, and the surrounding turf, though still patched with snow, had started to thaw. There were no other prospectors around, and even at two o’clock in the morning, there was plenty of light. The trio came upon small twigs in the form of stakes, but to Requa’s eye there was no orderly pattern clearly marking a claim. Attached to some of the twigs was a notice in the form of a power of attorney, meaning the claim had been marked by one person on behalf of another. This practice was becoming widespread in Cape Nome, even though many prospectors viewed it as an abuse of the principle that miners should stake their own claims.


The Requa party quickly found to their delight that Dexter Creek was rich in gold—easily panned. Requa staked a claim. There was a “very tattered piece of paper” that might have been a “location notice” on the spot, she later said, but she disregarded it and officially recorded the claim in her name. Still, this find, as ripe as it was, wasn’t enough for her. Her heart brimmed with resentment at the foreigners—“the Swedes” and especially the Lapps—the Lapps making unfair use, in her mind, of reindeer that were the property of the US government. These intruders, as she saw them, had a lower standing than real Americans, and she hadn’t trekked hundreds of miles through snow and ice to leave US gold in their hands. “Mrs. Requa,” as she was known around the camp, wanted a piece of Anvil Creek. She set her eye on Number Four Below Discovery. Jafet Lindeberg had filed this claim through power of attorney on behalf of John Dexter, the trading post operator. Much revered by miners, Dexter was in failing health, unable to explore Cape Nome on his own. But as Mrs. Requa saw the matter, Lindeberg had done shoddy work—Number Four lacked a proper set of corner stakes. So she restaked the claim in her own name—with the thought of giving the property in clear title to Dexter. Such was the story, anyway, she later told. She may have believed it, but by any definition, she was a jumper.


A claim, once jumped, was likely to be jumped again. A pair of tough-looking men paid a visit to Mrs. Requa at her tent and threatened to put her out of Cape Nome unless she gave up her claim to Number Four Below Discovery. They “could shoot quite straight,” they told her. She replied she wasn’t going anywhere. The tale echoed through the camp and bolstered her already impressive reputation for pluck. But just as jumping bred jumping, menace bred menace.


Paddy Ryan, a prizefighter known for brawling “like an animal” in the ring, jumped Number Nine Above Discovery, the claim held in supposed trust for the two Eskimo boys by P. H. Anderson of the Swedish mission. Anderson was now actively working the claim, his aspiration to get rich in Alaska trumping his original aim to amass souls for Christ. He was not the only missionary in Cape Nome with a worldly eye cast on gold, and miners tended to hold the missionaries as a group in low regard for failing to minister to the sufferings of the camp. Nevertheless, the missionaries were entitled to their claims. In this instance, Anderson was saved from Ryan not by his fellow miners but by the US Army—the only force strong enough, it seemed, to take on such a brute. Cape Nome was sliding into anarchy, with the new mining district failing to police itself and the nearest court of law, at Sitka, more than a thousand miles away. The army, with a detachment based at Saint Michael, was at best a partial solution to the lawlessness. There were not enough soldiers to keep troublemakers like Ryan at bay, for one thing. For another, some of the troops had caught the fever and were prospecting on the side. They wanted to get rich too.


In the free-for-all, it was inevitable that someone would have the gumption to jump the original claim, Discovery on Anvil Creek, still in the hands of Jafet Lindeberg, Erik Lindblom, and John Brynteson. Into the picture stepped Robert Chipps, a former milkman from Chicago. Chipps had arrived in Alaska in the summer of 1898, on a commission from the London-based Anglo-Alaskan Company, a consortium of investors. According to the terms of his “grub stake,” typical of such arrangements, the company paid for his transportation, food, clothing, and equipment. Tasked with exploring for promising mining opportunities, he would retain a one-third to a one-half share in any claims staked. Now, a year later, his contract with the company having ended, Chipps was prospecting in Cape Nome for himself. The grumbling in the camp that foreigners had nabbed the best properties stirred him to file a claim for Discovery. “I located it because I did not think that the people that located it first were citizens,” he said. “I knew that they had it staked, but I did not think they could hold it.”


IT WAS ONLY A MATTER OF TIME BEFORE A MORE ORGANIZED EFFORT WAS mounted to push “foreigners” off their claims. The initial thrust came, not surprisingly, out of Council City, some seventy miles from Cape Nome, across mountain and river. Council City was the first declared mining district on the peninsula, and its leaders were American citizens born in America. Miners from this district had explored the area around the mouth of the Snake before the arrival of Lindeberg and his companions but had staked no claims. Nevertheless, they took a proprietary interest in the discoveries at Cape Nome and felt especially outraged by the protection US soldiers afforded to claims asserted by Lapps. Particularly galling to them was an incident in late March 1899. A leading miner in Council City, Louis Melsing, asserted a claim to Number Ten Above Discovery, the Anvil Creek plot of Jo Hahn Tornanses, on the basis that Tornanses, as a Lapp, had no right to stake a mining claim in Alaska. In so doing, Melsing defied an explicit warning from US Army lieutenant O. L. Spaulding Jr. that any person who jumped a Cape Nome claim would be arrested and jailed. True to his word, Spaulding put Melsing in the guardhouse at Saint Michael for three weeks. In response, the Council City men formed a group calling itself the Law and Order League, its mission “to prevent crime” and “protect the rights of its members and all law-abiding citizens.” The league determined to have its voice heard in Washington, DC. In a letter to President William McKinley, dated May 25, the group recounted the Melsing episode and pleaded for federal judicial intervention to set matters right. The Laplanders, “half-breeds,” were in the employ of the US government, the letter writers said. The Lapps, moreover, were “of the Mongolian race” and were “prohibited from claiming and locating the public mineral lands of the United States.”


The president may not have received this mishmash; a later search of records by his staff failed to locate the letter. But the sentiments were widely shared by miners now pouring into the region, and not only by greenhorns like Mrs. Requa—known as cheechakoes, or newcomers, a term derived from indigenous language—but also by seasoned miners, known as sourdoughs, for the fermented starter yeast they used to make bread, typically carried in a pouch kept warm against the body. Particularly irksome to the sourdoughs was the practice by which some miners, including but not only Lapps, staked claims willy-nilly, without first doing the hard work of showing that there was gold on the site. In the tense atmosphere, a plot to disenfranchise the “foreigners” was hatched. The bylaws of the Cape Nome mining district allowed for the call of a miners’ meeting to discuss and vote on matters of mutual interest. The plotters planned to schedule such a meeting at a makeshift saloon near the mouth of the Snake and then ram through a resolution to annul the claims of “the Swedes” and the Lapps. The instant the resolution passed, a smoke signal would be sent to coconspirators, stationed by the rock formation on the summit of Anvil Mountain some five miles away, who would race to the annulled claims and seize the properties. The plotters figured that the takeover would happen so fast that the targets, likely to be attending the meeting, would have no chance to counterattack.


Robert Chipps—the milkman from Chicago—was among the ringleaders. Here, he felt, was his opportunity to make good on his Discovery claim. The animus against the foreigners was so widespread, who would vote against a resolution to dissolve their claims and give the mining district a fresh start? The meeting was called for the second week of July 1899, and on the scheduled day nearly five hundred miners crowded into the large tent that comprised the saloon. But just as the resolution prepared by the plotters was being read to the assembly, Lieutenant Spaulding, the bane of the jumpers, arrived. Three of his men, bayonets drawn, stood by his side. Spaulding demanded the withdrawal of the resolution. The reading continued. The lieutenant gave the group two minutes to disperse. No one left. Spaulding ordered his men to use their bayonets to clear the tent, whereupon the miners were forcibly evicted.


Had Spaulding not intervened to prevent the resolution’s adoption, bloodshed would likely have ensued. Jafet Lindeberg and his partners at Discovery had heard rumors of the plot, and they were prepared to fight with guns for their property. In hopes of averting a violent confrontation, they had tipped off Spaulding to the intrigue. The aborted meeting, though, hardly pacified the camp. Spaulding was much cursed for his preemptory conduct. The camp was full of discontent: Few miners had much gold in their pokes. Some suffered from scurvy for lack of fresh fruits and vegetables. Conditions were generally filthy. Cape Nome badly needed a diversion, and suddenly it received one, as if sent by heaven.















Chapter 3



“STAR MIST”


THE IDEA THAT THE BEACH SANDS MIGHT CONTAIN GOLD WAS SOMETIMES talked about in the Cape Nome mining camp in the summer of 1899. But until the middle of July, no one took it seriously. Everything changed when one of Lieutenant Spaulding’s men, on digging a well on the beach, found gold. With the confirmation of Soldiers Gulch, as the discovery was called, miners sped to the beachfront. There was room for all, as the beach ran for tens of miles, beyond the mouth of the Snake to the west and beyond the mouth of the Nome River to the east. The finest place to prospect was a strip of rust-colored sand, several feet wide, running parallel with the waterline above the high-tide mark. Iron filaments in the sand made for its “ruby” glow. But there was gold to be found above and below this band, and best of all, the metal lay close to the surface.


The presence of abundant gold in the sands struck the camp as fantastical. Some of the miners were veterans of the Klondike gold rush—survivors, more like it, given the extreme hazards of that trek. Gold by the seashore was unheard of. One miner called the treasure “star mist”—the prospectors, he insisted, were digging up “millions of fine particles” of the metal that had rained down on the earth from meteor showers and collected on the beach.


The beach find immediately lifted the downcast mood of the camp. Gold was currency—to pay for beer to slake one’s thirst, for one thing. Sourdoughs and cheechakoes alike could profitably work the beach. A man’s last name—his place of birth—suddenly felt less important. A pan and a bucket for water could be enough to get by, although a shovel was certainly helpful. Rockers could be hammered and nailed together from driftwood. Almost everyone made for the beach.


By general consent, the miners declared the beach a commons. In other words, in this “poor man’s paradise,” as one newspaper called it, no staking was allowed. A miner could hold a spot for as long as he or she kept at it, whether for four hours or for fourteen. But once the miner left the spot, anyone else could occupy it. Turnover was frequent, as only the hardiest could keep a place for very long. Even in July, temperatures dipped into the forties, numbing the hands after just twenty minutes of work. The winds blew sand into the eyes. A dense fog might cut visibility to twenty paces; a black cloud might bring a cold rain, soaking clothing and bedding. The Bering might be a placid lake one day, a roiling sea the next.


The harsh conditions bred a spirit of fellowship. Miners pitched tents on the beach and established a kind of canvas city in which everyone was welcome to live. As there was no ownership of the beach, there was no landlord to whom rent was due. By the briny mouth of the Nome, pink salmon, on their way to their freshwater spawning grounds, were easily caught. As word of the “golden sands” got out beyond Cape Nome, the first beach settlers were joined by a mini-rush of outsiders, some coming from the Alaskan interior, some from the US mainland. Still, at the height of the summer season of 1899, there were scarcely two thousand miners in the tent city—a manageable number, even if, in some sections of beach, prospectors were so closely packed as to nearly touch shoulders. Those arriving from the mainland often felt a sense of liberation, a feeling of release from the confinements of life back home. They kept the full reward of their labor, for once, and because the beach was a commons, it offered “poor opportunities for that class of men who live on the labor of others,” as a miner observed. Indeed, there was a distinct pleasure in knowing that “that class of men”—the bosses of industry—could not have their usual domineering way on this new frontier. A cynic might have said that the fellowship of the beach miners was cheaply earned—arrived at not by some shared high principle but by a rare chance of circumstance that gave material plenty to everyone. But the happiness, no matter its root, was genuine. Many sang songs as they slogged away; an elderly miner, his fortune secured, praised the Lord again and again and again.


It couldn’t last. The plenty quickly provoked greed: how to capture these beach riches? For speculators, looking to make a fast profit by buying and then quickly selling mining properties, the idea of the beach as a commons, exempt from the usual rules of property rights, was repugnant. The speculators staked claims starting on the edge of the tundra land adjoining the beach and extending onto the beach itself, all the way to the high-tide mark. This effort took on a more aggressive cast with the arrival on the scene of the Nome Mining and Development Company, a consortium of tundra claims holders, the sort of corporate presence the beach miners feared and were determined to thwart. The company posted notices along the coast, declaring that “its” beach “claims” could be mined only with a permit, available for purchase for fifty cents per day per person. Anyone found working the beach without a permit would be “prosecuted for trespass and larceny,” the notice warned. In addition, the company enlisted a half dozen army soldiers to guard the company’s “claims” against “jumpers.”


Here was a challenge that the beach miners could not ignore. The lawyers among them—and there were a few—believed that the miners were protected by a US law that set aside, as a “roadway” for the public, a sixty-foot-wide strip of beach, above the mean high-tide mark, along every coast in America. This theoretical roadway could be considered part of the commons, the lawyers reasoned, hence off-limits to the speculators and corporations. But it was by no means clear that this law applied to beach mining, and it was difficult to draw an average high-tide line, given the fluctuations in the peaks of high tides.


The beach miners responded with an inspired plan of their own. One of their leaders, Key Pittman, a young lawyer and a future US senator, suggested that the miners defy the warning against trespassing by showing up on Nome Mining company “property” in the hundreds, daring the soldiers to arrest and jail them all. The ploy worked as intended. Nearly three hundred miners were arrested, and each one of them refused bail and demanded a trial. The soldiers could not possibly house and feed such a large group, much less arrange for trials, and the miners all had to be released. For the time being, the commons remained a commons, including the disputed section over the high-tide mark. It was an important victory for the miners, showing their mettle and their capacity for organized resistance. Their fraternal bonds were strengthened as a result of the episode—and they must have felt pleased when a reporter on the scene for the San Francisco Chronicle filed a story calling the arrests a “farce” and praising the miners for trying to make an “honest living.” But this was just a skirmish: the schemers with their eyes on the beach prize did not consider the matter settled. Surely, they felt, there was another way to seize ownership of the golden sands. And the miners understood the battle wasn’t over; even in a poor man’s paradise, they had learned, there was always a snake.


THE RICHER CAPE NOME BECAME, THE GREATER THE NEED FOR RULE OF law—which could hardly be assured by roving bands of soldiers, solicited by private parties for one task or another. In August, a federal judge arrived to hold court, the first in the settlement. Judge Charles Sumner Johnson, a Nebraskan, appointed to the bench by President McKinley, had jurisdiction over all Alaska. From his base in Sitka, he did his best. He included Cape Nome on a marathon circuit of seven thousand miles that took three months to complete. His courtroom in town was a large tent; it leaked from steady rain, whereupon the judge donned a yellow slicker and gum boots. Litigants sat on boxes set before Johnson; spectators stood in the rear. The “street” outside the tent consisted of mud, one to two feet deep. In these conditions, those in the jumpers’ camp pled the cause of justice, seeking to annul the mining claims of the “foreigners.” They asked the judge specifically to rule on the citizenship declarations of Jafet Lindeberg and the Lapps. If Johnson found that such declarations were invalid, all the claims made by aliens could be viewed as tainted, including Discovery. But Johnson did not give the jumpers what they wanted. He ruled that in a legal dispute between private parties—in this case, the original stakeholders and the jumpers—the citizenship status of a party could not be contested. Only the government of the United States could question citizenship, Johnson said, and the government was not a party to the dispute. The jumpers were disappointed. They had failed in their plot to seize hold of the “foreigners’” holdings at the miners’ meeting back in July, and now they had failed again, in a bona fide legal proceeding. Robert Chipps, with his claim on Discovery, and Mrs. Requa, with her claims on Anvil and Dexter Creeks, were no nearer to possessing these properties.


Still, Johnson’s ruling did not leave the winners—the aliens—feeling altogether secure. For one thing, the ruling could be appealed. For another, what if, in the future, the US government did challenge the citizenship declarations of Lindeberg and other claims holders in his situation? Congress, which made the laws for Alaska, could pressure the Justice Department to take this step. In fact, Congress on its own could change the law in a manner unfavorable to aliens holding claims. So far as Lindeberg was concerned, he was prepared to fight for the claim, should fresh challenges be mounted. Discovery was a profitable mine, still in an early stage of development as the digging proceeded to the bedrock, and he and his partners could afford legal representation to defend their joint property all the way to the Supreme Court, if it came to that. But Jo Hahn Tornanses and other Lapps felt differently. They had not, for the most part, developed their claims, and the possibility of selling their stakes for cash was tempting. And happily for them, there was an eager buyer: Charles Lane, the San Francisco mining magnate whose interests in Alaska G. W. Price had thus far represented.


“I AM A ROUGH-AND-TUMBLE MINER. I DIG THE GOLD FROM THE GROUND where I find it, having no time for theories. If I fail to find it I move on.” So Lane declared around this time to an interviewer from the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. He was just shy of sixty, but with his thinning hair and his tumbling beard turning white, he could easily be mistaken for a man in his eighties. Of course, at this stage of his career, he was far from a simple miner. He was one of America’s premier mining barons, able to raise large sums of capital for his ventures. Born in Marion County, Missouri, in 1840, he crossed the Great Plains in a wagon train with his family, bound for California, in the early 1850s. The Lanes made their new home in Stockton. Charley’s mining education began at the age of twelve, with panning and rocking for gold in the streams in and around Stockton, some eighty miles inland from San Francisco. He understood what it meant to work for wages in a mining operation, and he understood what it meant to fail as the owner of a mine, as he had in his late twenties with a quartz venture in Nevada. He had experience, too, of the brute violence of this way of life, waking up one morning in Mason Valley, Nevada, to find his partner murdered. Suspicion, rightly or wrongly, fell on an Indian, who was tracked down by a posse and lynched from a tree limb.


Lane made his fortune late, at the age of fifty, with a strike at the Utica gold and quartz mine in Angel’s Camp, California, an abandoned property in ruins when he acquired it for a pittance. Friends called him a “lunatic” for pursuing the venture, and Lane’s wife, Sallie, a Kentucky native, told her husband there was nothing in it—but with his “bulldog pertinacity,” as an admiring magazine writer put it, Lane ignored the naysayers and plunged deep into debt to finance the undertaking. He kept at his work in wet clothes and boots until others dropped of exhaustion; “there was not an ounce of superfluous flesh on him,” the writer marveled. His men dug deep into the earth, a mere two feet a day of excavation, in search of the treasure, and when it was finally discovered, the deepest shaft sunk at two thousand feet, Lane could justly exult to Sallie, “What did I tell you?” It made him a millionaire several times over. But his fortune came at the price of a terrible accident: sixteen men were crushed to death by a cave in. Their fellow workers broke down and wept on hearing the news, but Lane was not blamed. In 1897, six years after this incident, his hometown paper, the San Francisco Call, reported an expression popular among miners: “Wherever Lucky Lane goes, fortune surely follows.” By then he also was taking a rich harvest in gold from the Fortuna Mine of Arizona. A friend insisted the secret lay in the séances that Lane held on mulling a purchase, a ritual conducted over a sample specimen of the ore, the “spirit medium” declaring yes or no to the transaction.


Alaska was an irresistible lure. But like all of the treasure seekers, Lane confronted the difficulty of just where to look in such a vast, uncharted territory. He launched his first expedition in 1898, in the region of Kotzebue Sound, on the northeastern coast of the Seward Peninsula, a long distance from the area later christened as Cape Nome. He spent an unrewarding summer there with his men. Only by a stroke of luck did Gabe Price, who stayed behind after his departure, happen across Lindeberg, Lindblom, and Brynteson at the end of the year’s mining season.


Characteristically, Lane decided to go all in on Cape Nome: no one in the mining world was making a bigger bet on its promise; no one, accordingly, had more to lose. The gold, he believed, had been “belched forth” onto the shores of the Bering and the tundra from deep within the earth, through “volcanic eruption.” His geology was wrong, but as usual his gut estimation of the prospects of a virgin mining land was astute. He was willing to accept the risk of buying claims that might be contested. He purchased Number Ten from Jo Hahn and dozens of similar claims, for a total outlay of $300,000. That was a considerable sum for the time—about $9 million in 2020 dollars. Given the risk Lane was absorbing and the investments he would have to make to work the claims, the sellers received a fair price. The Lapps had come to Alaska with nothing in their pockets, and now those among them who had cashed out could return to their native land, if they chose, wealthy.


LANE’S ACQUISITIONS MADE HIM THE SINGLE BIGGEST CLAIMS HOLDER IN Cape Nome. But from the perspective of the jumpers, nothing had changed: if an original claim like Number Ten Above Discovery was invalid at the start, then Lane was merely the holder of an illegitimate claim. The “defect” could never be erased, as this reasoning went, no matter how many times the deed changed hands. The situation was ideal for a new sort of migratory species to flock to Alaska—not birds from Australia or Africa but trial lawyers from the American mainland. The Nome bar, such as it was, consisted of sixteen or so attorneys at this time. The lawyers smelled opportunity in the battling over the gold fields, and none more so than Oliver P. Hubbard, a man with no practical experience in mining but with a sound knowledge of the mining laws.


Hubbard did not make a favorable impression on everyone. “He was a surly, dour man with a shifty eye and the thin, pinched face of a hawk,” one acquaintance thought. But a hawk was exactly the sort of lawyer that the jumpers had in mind to litigate their claims. And Hubbard had a proposition for them. His Nome law firm of Hubbard & Beeman would act as attorneys for a jumper willing to take a claim to court—“to commence and prosecute to a final determination” a bid to take title of a claimed property—in return for a one-fourth interest in the claim. Suppose a court awarded a jumper the title to a property that reaped $80,000 in profit in a mining season. Hubbard & Beeman would be entitled to $20,000 of that pot. In return for this interest, the firm provided its services to its clients at no cost.


For Hubbard, just turned forty, formerly a clerk in the office of the attorney general in the Grover Cleveland administration in Washington, DC, the law was a means of enrichment. He cultivated the jumpers, reaching out to them one at a time. In his view, the tool of the law, in the right hands, could accomplish for the jumpers what raw force could not. This was a tantalizing pitch, bound to induce even more claim jumping, considering the alternatives. A miner might accumulate some gold dust from scouring the beach—not the most difficult of work, as mining went, but still tedious, sweaty labor. A miner might head into the tundra in search of gold beyond confirmed places like Anvil Creek, Dexter Creek, and Snow Gulch. There was plenty more to be found; in fact, a rich deposit awaited discovery in a small creek at the southwestern base of Anvil Mountain (and it was found—five years later, in 1904). But the tundra was an enormous expanse—just where to look? A prospector easily could get lost in a fog and spend days wandering around in a circle, the mosquitoes biting, a bear maybe circling, barely anything to eat but rotting provisions. Then there was the Hubbard plan: sign up for no cost and leave the rest to the attorneys. To any of those discouraged by Judge Johnson’s proceeding in Nome, Hubbard gave assurance that a new day was dawning. Washington was by now well aware of the gold strikes. Congress was likely to pass a new civil code for the governance of Alaska, subdividing the territory’s single judicial district into several new districts, one of them seated in the Nome region, with a new judge appointed to hear cases arising from the disputes over gold properties.


It certainly sounded to the jumpers like Hubbard knew what he was talking about, as might be expected due to his Washington experience and connections. Chipps took the deal with Hubbard & Beeman on Discovery, as did Mrs. Requa, deeding to the firm a one-quarter interest in each of her two claims: Number Eight on Dexter Creek and Number Four Below Discovery on Anvil Creek (the claim she professed to be holding for John Dexter). Louis Melsing, the claim jumper who had brought down the wrath of Lieutenant Spaulding, did the same for Number Ten Above Discovery, now held by Lane. All told, Hubbard was able to gather some one hundred takers for his proposition.




OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Map



		Cast of Characters



		Prologue “Would You Like to Be a Millionaire?”



		Part One DISCOVERY



		Chapter 1 Anvil Creek



		Chapter 2 What’s Yours Is Mine



		Chapter 3 “Star Mist”









		Part Two “ALEXANDER THE GREAT, OF THE NORTH”



		Chapter 4 “Honest, Outspoken and Reliable”



		Chapter 5 The Nome Proposition



		Chapter 6 “Where They Will Do the Most Good”



		Chapter 7 “Turning Alaska Over to the Aliens”



		Chapter 8 “But the Chain’s McKinley Gold”









		Part Three NOME, 1900



		Chapter 9 “Tents, Tents, Tents”



		Chapter 10 “Alert, Aggressive, and Busily Engaged”



		Chapter 11 Big Alex Enjoys a Meal



		Chapter 12 The Lawyers Resist



		Chapter 13 “Clean Money”



		Chapter 14 The Battle of the Beach



		Chapter 15 “We Sleep with Our Revolvers”



		Chapter 16 The Taking of Topkuk



		Chapter 17 “The McKenzie Evil”









		Part Four DEFIANCE



		Chapter 18 “The Law Is Supreme”



		Chapter 19 “Breakers like Race Horses”



		Chapter 20 “The Ring Is Broken”



		Chapter 21 “Stand Aside!”



		Chapter 22 “The Supreme Court Will Knock Them Out”



		Chapter 23 “The Game Is All Up”









		Part Five EXPOSURE



		Chapter 24 “Now Alaska Has a Scandal”



		Chapter 25 “High-Handed and Grossly Illegal”



		Chapter 26 “I Will Go to the President”



		Chapter 27 “The Accident in the Elevator”



		Chapter 28 “A Free Man Again”









		Epilogue “The Looting of Alaska”



		Photos



		Acknowledgments



		Discover More



		About the Author



		Bibliographical Note



		Notes











Navigation





		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
PUBILICAFFAIRS





OEBPS/images/9781541742291.jpg
PAUL STAROBIN

/(ﬁ M@S S
Mc Kﬁw

U[]NSPIHAEY

THE LAST GREAT SWINDLE
ofF THE GILDED AGE






OEBPS/images/Art_Pix.jpg
awop adp)

SI1912WO|1Y 0L 0
—— VIS ONIY3g
SalIN 0L 0 -
MW SWON
punos == & A0 [iAuY v )
ujuA0joD S\ synydop %/ ¥oa1) [iAuy. . =
Wfﬂ'w. %23.1) SjaIubQ S W
N D S D £:
S h..L{ o s > (aupoy adp>
¥ < = /& %E.m
5
O,
=
= @4@ @7@

A |punod

V3ISONI¥Ig .-

X
dew uiew

ESTIEY 6}
Jiod






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
A Most
Wicked
Conspiracy

o 9
k9 >

The Last Great Swindle of the Gilded Age

PAUL STAROBIN

o

PUBLICAFFAIRS
New York





