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To my lovely daughter Lucy and my perfect granddaughter Amy, with all my love.
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1896.


Fourteen-year-old Amy Postlethwaite closed her eyes and smiled as the sun warmed her skin. Above her where she lay, the skylarks sang and the soft warm winds of late summer were filled with the scent of wild thyme and heather. She opened her eyes to watch the shadow of the clouds scuttle along the dark hill of Whernside and then turned to look at her lifelong friend, Joshua Middleton. He was lying next to her, with his legs crossed and his blond head resting on his folded arms behind his head, as he sucked a piece of moorland grass in his mouth. Both of them had wandered together that morning, to get out of the way of having to sit in quiet contemplation, as they did most Sundays.


Amy had been worrying about her family’s decision to change their lives and had moaned most of the morning to Joshua about it. ‘I don’t want to leave here, Joshua. I want to stay here forever. Dentdale is my home. They shouldn’t be making me leave the ones I love, just to go searching for gold. It’s the other side of the world we are to go to – I’ll never see you again.’ She sighed and rolled on her side, then looked at her best friend, whom she regarded as her big brother.


‘Tha’ll have to go, if your father says you have to. You can always come back. Dentdale’s not going anywhere, and your grandparents will always be here.’ Joshua turned his head and looked lazily at Amy, as she moaned once again about her parents’ decision to make a new life for themselves in the goldfields of the Klondike. ‘I’ll be honest, I’m going to miss you. I know my mates plague me about you always being with me, but they don’t understand that we are like sister and brother – and nothing else.’ Josh smiled and put his arm round her.


‘I’m going to miss you and all. You make up for me being an only one, and I love our time together. I wish my father wasn’t full of dreams and rubbish. My mother’s content here, and my grandmother and grandfather will be broken-hearted when they find out what my father’s been planning. Every night when I’m lying in my bed I hear my parents talking; they’ve planned their trip and have been saving for months. Who in their right mind would leave the peace and tranquillity of this dale? I just don’t want to go.’ Amy buried her head in Joshua’s shoulder and sobbed.


‘Hey, I’ll always be here for you to come back to – and we can write. You can tell me about your adventures. Think of all the things you’ll see. There’ll be bears and buffalo and wolves: you’ll love it out there.’ Joshua smiled at Amy. She had no choice but to go and leave him, if her father had set his mind on travelling to the goldfields. In truth, he’d miss the lass, who had tagged along with him no matter where he went. His feelings towards her were starting to change and sometimes he had the urge to kiss her, which he worried about; after all, this was Amy, with her tangled wild hair and cast-off clothes – she was just a friend.


‘Well, I hope my grandfather stops them from going. My mother said that he’d have plenty to say about what my father had done this week. I want to stay here always with you. They are not thinking of me and what I want,’ Amy growled.


‘Parents never do, Amy. You’ll have to make the best of it. Now whisht and enjoy the time we have together. Try and forget about it for an hour or two – it might never happen.’ Joshua lay next to Amy and felt a wave of sadness come over him. This would be one of the last times they would be together, and both of them knew it.


George Oversby sat quietly in the Quaker Meeting House at Lea Yeat at the top end of Dentdale, which was known locally as Cowgill. His mind was troubled, and instead of dedicating his time to the good Lord, he was worried about his family. A stream of light shone in through the small-paned window, and George looked at it and hoped the spirit of his God would enter him and quell his anxieties, giving him the faith he needed at this time in his life when his world was being turned upside-down. It had been a silent meet so far; nobody had stirred to say anything, so the meeting was taking its time. All the Friends had troubles; life was getting harder for the hill farmers who etched their meagre living on the steep hillsides of the Dales. His family was no different, especially as the smallholding was the main source of income for him, his wife Ivy, his daughter Grace, her husband Ethan and their daughter Amy.


Ethan, his son-in-law, had appeared on the scene back in 1874 with the completion of the Settle–Carlisle railway line and was now working as a porter down at the station, on the days when he could be bothered to get out of bed. He was a town lad, from Burnley, not cut out for country ways. Whether it was Christian or not, George often wished he’d go back to where he belonged. Ethan had appeared when the dale was filled with navvies building the railway that was cutting its way high up through the fellside. They had been encamped high up the dale at Arten Gill, Stone House and Scow House, and with some of the families of the dale. They were there to build the huge viaducts, blasting their way through tunnels and laying iron rails to take the steam trains that were to connect London with Scotland. The navvies were not in any way like the peace-loving Friends who sat together in silence; but as they valued all men as equals, the Quakers had tried their hardest to accept the newcomers to the dale.


George breathed in now and tried to focus his thoughts, attempting not to think of the day his daughter had brought back the tall, handsome dark-haired man who had helped her carry her shopping up past the railway’s workings to their home, called Gill Head, high above the railway’s path, on what locals called the Coal Road. It was so named because, until recently, the locals had dug coalpits there, extracting poor-quality coal for domestic use and for their lime kilns. The pits were high on the top of the fell, between Cowgill and Garsdale, but there were only slag piles to show any signs of activity, the pits now failing to yield any of their black gold of warmth.


It had been a dark day when Grace had brought Ethan Postlethwaite into their home – a day he wished had never happened. And now the man was bringing more disruption and heartache, with this latest news. George kept his head bowed and tried again to take his mind off his own domestic troubles, but without success. It was eating away at him every day and night: Ethan’s words when he had told George that he was going to leave the family home and take his beloved daughter and granddaughter with him. If he had said he was leaving to take a smallholding or to find work in Kendal, George would not have minded. However, this was Ethan and he had big ideas; big ideas to make his fortune quickly, without much work. So George shouldn’t have been surprised when Ethan announced his latest venture. He was taking George and Ivy’s family to Canada, after reading that there were fortunes to be made in the newly found goldfields, and nothing was going to stop him. The newspapers were full of the Klondike gold rush; of men finding nuggets of gold as big as their fists, and of fortunes being made in minutes. But George knew there were two sides to every story, and that Ethan would not have the willpower to work and to endure the hard conditions that the gold rush would ask of him.


‘Friend, our meeting is at an end.’ Marmaduke Baines touched his neighbour’s shoulder and smiled at the man sitting next to him, deep in thought.


‘Thank you, Duke. I’d a lot to discuss with the Lord today,’ George said and felt bad about not telling the truth. ‘How are you and Mary?’ he asked as he followed his best friend out of the sparsely furnished meeting house.


‘We are both well, thank you. Is thou alright? I hear thy lad wants to leave and find his fortune in another country.’ Duke looked at George and could see the hurt in his friend’s eyes as they stood together in the summer sunshine.


‘He’s not a worker, Duke. I wouldn’t mind, but he’s glass-backed. Ethan finds being a porter on that station hard work, and he never helps around the farm. He’ll not last a minute out there, where men are men and they fight for their living. I’ve pleaded with him to leave our lass and her bairn with us, but he won’t listen. How have you heard? We have kept it to ourselves, hoping Ethan would change his mind. But he’s booked a passage for all of them on board a ship from Liverpool and they sail in September – the worst time of the year they could be going.’


‘I heard at the monthly meeting of the Dales elders last night. Ethan was there asking for assistance for his passage, and for the things he needed to be able to apply to Canada to be allowed in. Though he said nowt about taking your Grace and Amy. If he had, I doubt the elders would have given him the time of day. He made us all think he was going on his own, and that any money he made he was going to send to you for their keep.’ Marmaduke stood feeling awkward, on hearing that he had given his blessing to Ethan Postlethwaite, without knowing all the facts. He’d thought he had done right when he agreed with the others to give ten pounds out of the Dales charity fund to help Ethan seek a better life for himself – and that of his family, if he was going to send money home. ‘I’m sorry, George, I’d no idea Ethan was planning to take his family with him, or I’d have said something against it. I thought it would help you out in these hard times – all the elders did, too. Ivy will be worried sick.’


‘Aye, she is. How dare Ethan go cap in hand to the elders! Our family has never sought charity, nor do we need it now, if he’d just get off his backside and work, like the rest of us. Instead he’s breaking my Ivy’s heart, and taking our family halfway around the world to a godforsaken place where he won’t last more than five minutes.’ George bowed his head and looked at his fellow Friends, standing in groups talking before they made their way home. ‘I’ll talk to Len Sedgwick – tell him not to give Ethan the money and thank the elders for their generosity. There’s others more in need in this dale than us.’ George stepped away from Marmaduke, looking at the head of the Dales elders, Len Sedgwick, hoping to catch him before he made for home up the lane to New Closes, his farm.


Marmaduke caught his arm. ‘He was given the money last night, George. It’s already written down in the book. Ethan asked if he could have it there and then. Len gave him his blessing, thinking the same as I did. He’ll not want to go back on his word now. Hold thy noise – perhaps the lad will do good.’


George sat down on the low bridge that spanned the small Money Beck stream and sighed. ‘I don’t usually say this of any man, Duke, as I try and see the good in everyone, but I know this is going to end in tragedy for my family, especially our lass. Then there’s our Amy; she’s the apple of her grandmother’s eye and we’ll never see her again. I curse the day Ethan entered our home.’


‘Now then, George, it might not be that bad. He might make his fortune – it might be the making of him. Get yourself home to Ivy, and just take Ethan to one side and let him know that you know he’s been a-begging. Suggest he pays the money back, and more besides, when he’s a rich man. I’m down at The Hill if you need me, but for now get yourself home and enjoy what time you have with your family, once you’ve had words with Ethan. He’ll not be the first to take his family out of the dale, and he won’t be the last. There’s nowt here, friend, for the likes of him. It’s a pity he stayed after the railway was built.’


‘It’s a pity he ever set eyes upon our Grace,’ George said as they both started to walk up the steep Coal Road that led to the station and both of their homes.


‘But he did, and thou has a bonny granddaughter out of their union. Be there for her when she needs you, George. Your Grace has made her own bed and is loyal to her husband, which is to be applauded. It’ll all turn out right in the end, the good Lord will see to that – have faith, Friend.’ Marmaduke patted George on the back as he opened the field gate that led to his farm, The Hill, which sat a few hundred yards up from the main road to the village of Dent and the wilds of Dent Head.


‘Aye, I’ll have to, because nobody else out there can do owt about it. It’s going to test my faith in the Lord – there are no two ways about that. Go and enjoy your Sunday dinner, and give Mary my blessings,’ George said, before he set off on the walk up the hill to the station and his farm above it.


The road twisted and bent high up the fellside, every step getting steeper and steeper, making George sweat in his Sunday best as the sun shone down on the deep valley and steep fellsides. He stopped halfway up and gazed down at the valley as he took off his jacket and mopped his brow with his handkerchief. This dale had been his family home for centuries, and it should have been his Grace and Amy’s home all their lifetimes, too. He’d looked down upon the sparkling River Dee running gently over the limestone, and had listened to the wind through the rushes, for as long as he could remember. He turned his face up to the blue sky and smiled as a skylark sang its sweet tune for all the world to hear.


Breathing in the clear air, he stopped for a further minute or two, looking around him at all the farms and the green meadow fields leading up to the rougher fellsides. He knew every family in the dale: some were kin, and others close friends. To think that one of his own had gone to some of them, cap in hand, asking for money went down badly with him. The elders had steered the dale through rough and smooth years, but never once had his family asked them for anything. It was no good; when he got home he would have to say something to Ethan, whether it made for an argument or not.


‘Now then, Father, sit yourself down and have a drink of water. The day’s warm and that climb up the hill doesn’t improve with age.’ Ivy Oversby looked at her husband and knew instantly that something had happened at the service down at the meeting house. Nothing would have been said within its walls, but plenty was always discussed outside afterwards, when everyone was making their way home.


‘Where’s everybody at?’ George stayed standing and looked around him. The small, homely room that served as a kitchen and living room was empty, except for his wife, although the table was set for all five of them and a pot of stew was simmering on the fire.


‘Amy’s gone wandering. You can’t keep her from trailing these fellsides on a day like today. She’ll be with young Joshua Middleton; they are as thick as thieves, and it’s nice to know she’s got a good friend. She knows she’s to be back for her dinner, so she’ll not be long. Grace and Ethan are in their bedroom. He said he needed to talk to Grace in private, as soon as you went out of the house.’


‘Aye, I can believe that, because before getting Grace on his side, he couldn’t say what he’s been up to, and he knew I’d come back in a bad mood, realizing what he’s done.’ George shook his head and sat down in his usual chair, then looked up at Ivy, his wife of thirty-two years.


‘What have they been gossiping and saying now? It’s why I don’t go with you any more. Besides, Quakerism is on the decline. I’m thinking of going to the Methodist services once Grace has left us,’ Ivy said, then quickly regretted her words as George gave her a hard stare.


‘It seems everything I stand for – folk and the lot – are going against me, even my own wife.’ George rose from his chair, after taking a swig of the cold, fresh spring water that Ivy had given him. ‘I’ll say what I’ve got to say to the two of them upstairs. I’ll not have the meal on the Lord’s Day spoilt by their foolishness. It’s best the air is cleared before Amy returns, as she’s the innocent one in this shambles.’


George stomped his way up the stone stairs. ‘Are you two decent, because I’m coming in to talk to both of you?’ he shouted as he opened the door and walked into the low-beamed bedroom shared by Ethan, Grace and Amy.


‘Father, what on earth is the matter?’ Grace said, seeing the colour in her father’s cheeks and the thunderous look on his face.


‘Tha knows what’s the matter, and so does he, so you needn’t both look so innocent.’ George stood in the doorway and looked around the bedroom, and scowled at the articles scattered upon the quilt and on the floor. His eyes rested on a box with money piled up in it, and on the map of Canada and Alaska that the pair of them had obviously been studying. ‘I suppose that’s the brass Duke Baines has told me about – the money that should be in the elders’ coffers, instead of yours. You’d no right to go and ask them for assistance: you’ve brought shame to the family.’ George moved to the small window and blocked out the bright sunshine as he looked at Grace, who bowed her head.


‘I didn’t ask for much, just enough to pay for our passage. I was told the other month that I had to have everything on this list before they’d let us all into the country. I’ve been saving, so that I can buy what I need and be able to prove that I can support us all.’ Ethan passed George a piece of paper, which showed a rundown of what the Canadian government expected him to have before going prospecting deep in the Yukon, where gold had been found – reportedly by the wagon-load.


George glanced at the paper and shook his head. ‘You’d have been better putting your money into this land, and putting your back into working here for your family, than taking them halfway around the world to a frozen hole that’s not even civilized, from what I hear. You want to stop reading rubbish like that.’ He pointed to a pamphlet laid open on the bed, entitled Klondike: What everyone needs to know before they go seek their fortune. ‘And look after my lass and granddaughter here, where they belong.’


Ethan stood up straight, his face dark with anger, but inside he was trying to curb his words, as he paced back and forth across the small bedroom. He didn’t want to fall out with George Oversby, but he would if he had to. ‘No, I know you think little of me; and that you’ve never thought me good enough to marry your daughter. I was a railway navvy, rough and ready, and not like you Dales folk. But I’ve ambition. I don’t want to spend my life living from one season to the next on a few acres of land, or doffing my cap while carrying folk’s luggage onto the train. I want better for Grace, Amy and myself. I want Grace to have nice clothes and not to worry about going hungry. You’ll not stop us, sir. Grace is in agreement with my decision – there’s nothing here for her any more.’ Ethan looked in earnest at his wife, wanting her to back him against her dictatorial father.


‘Is that what you think, our lass? That there’s nowt here for you? We’ve always done our best for you, and you know it. I realize we’ve not a lot, but nobody that farms in this dale has.’ George looked at his one-and-only daughter, deeply hurt by Ethan’s words.


Grace, who had never argued with her father before, looked worried as she thought how to reply so as not to hurt her parents’ feelings. She fidgeted with a piece of paper as she raised her gaze and looked pleadingly at her father with her sky-blue eyes. ‘Father, I love you and Mother, and this dale, but I don’t want to spend every day of my life here. And I’ve to think of Amy. I want the best for her. I don’t want her to know an empty belly, and having to make do with mended shoes, as I did. This farm hasn’t enough acreage to feed us all; even if Ethan gave you every penny he earns at the station, it wouldn’t be enough.’ Grace held back her tears and composed herself as she made her wishes known. ‘We should go and make our own way in the world. Please give us your blessing, else you’ll break my heart if we have to leave on bad terms.’ She went over and hugged her father. ‘I love you, Father, you know I do. But Ethan is my husband, and where he goes, I go. And I have faith in him to look after both me and Amy, no matter what your doubts about him are.’


George looked at Grace. She was his future, and he’d wanted her to follow in his footsteps and farm at Gill Head. She was his kin, and she and her daughter were now going to be taken away by a man who, unlike Grace, he had little faith in. ‘You’ve never gone without anything. Your upbringing might not have been one full of brass, but it was the best me and your mother could do.’


‘Please, Father, give us all your blessing. It is a chance to change our lives. Even you must admire that we want to search for better lives. Is that not what you are told at the frequent meetings of the Friends that you attend?’ Grace felt tears running down her cheeks; she loved her father, and the last thing she wanted to do was break his heart and her mother’s. ‘I’ll write every day, and so will Amy. And once we have made our money, we will return to visit, or perhaps buy a property in the dale.’


‘Hold your noise and stop your blubbering. If you’ve got to go, I suppose I can’t hold you back. You are Ethan’s responsibility now – for what it’s worth.’ George glared at Ethan. ‘You’ll have mine and your mother’s blessing, on the understanding that you send Amy back to us if anything goes wrong; or you leave her here with me and your mother. I’ll not lose my granddaughter as well as my daughter. Amy’s had no say in this foolhardy venture, and I’ll not have her dragged off and trailed halfway around the world when she’s got a stable home here with us.’


‘She’s coming with us, sir – she’s my daughter.’ Ethan stood his ground. ‘But if we can’t make a life for ourselves, we will send her back to you, if that’s what you wish. I may be worth nothing in your eyes, but I love Amy and will always protect Grace and her. I have not done this lightly, sir. I aim to go out to Canada and make my fortune. Please don’t think badly of us.’


‘No doubt like you thought you’d make your fortune building the railway that’s cut through our peaceful dale. I thought you’d have learned your lesson from that,’ George growled.


‘But I did find riches, sir. I found your daughter, who I love with every breath in my body. Amy will be returned to you if she is unhappy, we promise. And I promise to take care of, and lay down my life for, your daughter and granddaughter if I have to.’ Ethan held his hand out to be shaken.


George ignored the outstretched hand. ‘I’ll be honest: I regret the day you entered our lives. But you make my Grace happy and she’s your wife, so I can’t stand in your way. You have my blessing, but you take care of my girls, else it will be the worse for you. They are all Ivy and I live for.’ George looked at his daughter as she went back into her husband’s arms. ‘Now your mother will be cursing me; her dinner will be burning, and I can hear Amy chittering to her down in the kitchen. Let’s sit down and thank the Lord for what we have, no matter how small or how bad the quality. It’s still Him we have to put our trust in, and don’t you ever forget it.’
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The sea crossing to America had been bad enough, but nothing had prepared them for Skagway itself. The streets were muddy and full of ruts, while the wooden buildings were full of gamblers, thieves and drunks, all making a killing from the vulnerable people who were trying to reach the fabled goldfields. Traders were charging prices so high that Ethan’s pockets were emptying far too fast, leaving the family vulnerable and at a loss in their hostile new surroundings. Grace and Amy longed for the security of the Dales back home and the comfort of their poor but humble life, which now seemed like a lifetime away as they struggled, hungry and tired, with the next leg of their journey out to the Klondike.


‘We can’t go no further, Ethan. Amy is on her last legs and I’m exhausted.’ Grace looked around her at the bleak scene of the White Horse Pass, which they had to get through before crossing the mighty Yukon River to reach Dawson City to stake their claims. The sky was threatening more snow and the packhorses were laden down. The Canadian government had made everyone chasing the gold, whom they called ‘stampeders’, buy adequate supplies before crossing the Canadian border to Yukon territory, where the gold lay.


‘We are winning now: we are halfway up the pass.’ Ethan looked back at his wife and daughter; they were both cold, and their skirts were heavy with the mud that coated everything and everybody on the frantically busy narrow pass between the high ranges of mountains that cut them off from the Yukon River. They’d walked and ridden for miles, passing folk returning from the gold rush and joining those who were sure they were going to make their fortune in the inhospitable land ahead. ‘Put Amy on one of the packhorses – it will manage her weight,’ Ethan shouted as he ploughed his way past other prospectors and a dead horse lying in the thick, unforgiving mud. It was a living hell they were enduring, passing people ill-prepared for the oncoming winter’s weather and not having sufficient food to feed themselves, after failing to heed the Canadian government’s rules.


‘No, the poor creature is nearly on its last legs anyway. We should never have come – you should have listened to my father. This is a hostile land. You thought Dentdale was wild, but it is truly heaven compared to this.’ Grace looked around her at the grisly men with layers of clothing and boots caked with mud, pulling the same amount of supplies as they had, but with no women or children with them. She and Amy were two of the few women who had been brave enough, or stupid enough, to follow their man into the wilds. How she wished she was back in the comfort of her old home as she turned to Amy. ‘Put your arms around my neck and climb on my back. I’ll carry you to the top – we are nearly there now.’ Grace caught her breath and looked at her daughter, who was being put through hell.


‘No, Mam, I’m alright. My legs ache, but I’ll manage.’ Amy pulled her cold feet out of the knee-high mud and looked in hope towards the summit. She’d never seen anything like this place, and she had to hold back her tears at the dead horses that littered the pass, which had been weighed down with their load. ‘I’m hungry and cold but, like Father says, we are nearly there.’ In truth, Amy could have given up there and then, but she knew that would not help her family’s situation.


‘Another few yards and we are there.’ Ethan looked back at his exhausted family and pulled on his packhorse’s reins. He switched it with his stick, to urge it on and not give in to death on the unforgiving narrow pass. Progress was slow, but he was determined they would be down in the valley before the snow started to fall even harder. And then tomorrow they would tackle the river. He pulled on the reins, swearing. The book he’d read, promising more gold than anyone could wish for, had never mentioned this. Already they had crossed the Atlantic in a ship that treated them no better than animals and then, laden down with supplies, they had made their way to the Alaskan town of Skagway. There they had rested for a day in a hotel that had been crawling with lice, before riding and walking the endless miles to Dawson City. There all his dreams would hopefully come true, although seeing the state of some of the souls travelling in the opposite direction, Ethan was beginning to have his doubts. He too was starting to wish he had heeded the words of his father-in-law, George.


The bitter wind tore through their clothes and the snow whipped at their faces as all three stood at the summit of the White Horse Pass Trail, looking down into the valley below and at the lakes and mountains behind them. Through the tall fir trees and falling snow, they stared down at the powerful Yukon River, which they had to sail down, if they were to reach their destination of Dawson City. It had taken them a full day to travel five miles because of the mud, snow and other stampeders in their way. But the worst part was yet to come, and they glanced down at the distant white waves of the rapids that had to be negotiated, and cringed.


Grace stood next to Ethan, her arm around Amy, and could feel icy tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘We have to master those waters, Amy, and I can’t swim, and we’ll be drowned for sure.’


‘Hush now, it looks worse from up here,’ Ethan said. ‘We’ll make camp down in the bottom – look, where those campfires are burning. And after we’ve eaten and slept, it will not look so bad. I’ll rent a man and his boat to take us; they’ll know the river, and they’ll make sure we are safe. That’s what I was advised, back in Skagway.’ Ethan started walking, not daring to look at the scene in the distance, where he could see men and women camped along the river bank, desperate to master the river that was keeping them from making their fortune.


‘We’ve little enough money, without wasting it on a man to get us down a river that looks impassable. Let us turn back now and keep what money we have, to secure a passage back home.’ Grace pulled on her husband’s arm. ‘I don’t want to die out here and be buried like a dog in an unmarked grave. Ethan, think of Amy!’


Ethan looked at his daughter, who was in tears and shivering in the biting cold wind, and had a minute of uncertainty. ‘It’s because of her that we are doing this. I want her to grow up wealthy. We will survive the rapids of the river, trust me. Now best foot forward, and let’s get down from this mountainside and out of the snow. I’ll put the tent up, tether and unpack the horses, while you light a fire and make something warm to eat. There looks to be a few buildings down in the bottom. Folk will tell us what’s the best way across, and you might be able to buy a few extra supplies to get us to Dawson.’ Ethan stepped out; he hadn’t come this far and risked everything to turn back now. Besides, he was not going to go back with his tail between his legs to his father-in-law, who would relish that he had failed in his quest.


At long last, after a treacherous journey down the mountainside, they reached the valley bottom. It was thronged with stampeders, who had camped and were trying to gain a boat to navigate the winding Yukon. It was a trip of yet more miles, over rapids and fast-flowing water, until they reached their destination of Dawson City to stake their claim.


Amy sat with her arms around her legs next to the campfire, for which her mother and she had scavenged dry wood from the mountainside. She’d been scared to within an inch of her life when one of the prospectors had grabbed her by her collar and yelled, ‘Be careful of the bears – they’d not think twice of giving you a swipe with their huge paws.’ And then he’d growled like a bear, pulling a face at her, before laughing and going on his way.


She hated this place; she was fed up with being wet, cold and hungry, and no matter what Dawson was like, it would not compare with her grandmother and grandfather’s home. She looked across at her mother and father as they argued over money, and how to traverse the river that was their next obstacle in the search for wealth. The air was filled with the smell of pine and wood-smoke, and Amy looked up to the clear sky filled with a million stars and watched as the sparks from the fire flew up to join them. At least her belly was full now and she was beginning to get warm, but tomorrow it would start again: the trudge to make easy money by finding gold, and to succeed in life. She yawned and stretched; her body and mind were tired as she got to her feet and tapped on her mother’s shoulder.


‘Mam, I’m going to my bed now,’ she said and looked at her mother, who brushed away the tears that her daughter was not supposed to see.


‘Alright, my love. You know where you are to sleep. Keep your clothes on, as it’s too cold to undress, and don’t go too far away from the tent to do your business.’ Grace got up and hugged her daughter, then watched Amy disappear into the small tent that they had bought once they had set foot in Canada, and which had cost them dearly, with traders taking advantage of their situation.


Amy curled up under the coarse blankets that made her bed and closed her eyes. Outside she could hear her mother and father still arguing, but also travelling on the air was the noise of somebody playing the harmonica, and somebody singing mournful tunes about the home they had left far behind. She was not the only one who wished she was safe and sound in a warm bed, with loved ones wishing her goodnight. Why had her father been so foolish as to risk their lives for something that might not even exist?


She closed her eyes and thought about her grandmother’s warm arms, and the smell of her grandfather’s favourite tobacco as he sat next to the homely fire. Sleep and exhaustion overcame her quickly, and soon she was protected from both her worries and the cold.


Harry Bloomfield was in his late twenties, rugged in looks, with long blond hair and a chiselled jaw, and was dressed in buckskins from head to foot. He’d been brought up in the backwoods, and now he was making a living getting what he could from the ignorance of those who would seek their fortune.


‘So you managed to cross the Dead Horse Trail? A lot don’t even do that – you must be made of stern stuff, or you are stupid.’


Harry looked at the family that stood in front of him. He’d been boating people down the Yukon for the last two years. He’d seen folk come and go, full of dreams when they were setting out to the fields of gold, but full of despair when they returned, their pockets empty and their hearts heavy – apart from the very few who had struck it lucky, like George Carmack and Dawson Charlie, who had started the gold fever by finding gold in Rabbit Creek, a Klondike River tributary that ran through both Alaskan and Yukon territory.


‘I’m telling you now, the main rush is over, there’s nothing out there. Turn around now and take your family back to civilization, because Dawson is no place for a woman and daughter like yours. Or at least wait here for the horse-driven tramway that Norman Macaulay is near to finishing, which will take you past the rapids.’ Harry pointed to work taking place on the edge of Bennett Lake, then looked at the man who stood in front of him and knew he might just as well be peeing in the wind – in his mind, the man was set to make a fortune and would listen to nobody.


‘No, I’ve come this far, I’m not about to turn us all back now, and I haven’t time to wait.’ Ethan looked around him: prospectors were building their own boats and rafts along the shore of the Yukon, out of logs and wood, strung together with rope and covered in pitch. They would be alright for one man who had nothing to lose but his own life, but Ethan had his family and all his worldly possessions to protect and make safe. ‘Now, how much, and when can you take us? I can’t wait for the tramway to get us past the worst of the rapids. I need to go now and stake my claim, but I need someone to take my family safely.’


‘Listen to my advice and go back. The Yukon takes lives, she’s not a caring bitch.’ Harry Bloomfield started to walk away.


‘You’ll take us. Here, this is what I’ll give you: that’ll be more than some folk would offer you.’ Ethan thrust a bag of money into Harry’s hand and grabbed hold of his buckskin jacket. ‘We need you, else I’ll do like some of these other folk are doing and I’ll build my own boat. Then we will be at the river’s mercy.’


Grace glared at her husband and prayed that the wild-looking man, who had the only decent boat and experience of the fast-flowing river, would agree. She knew that Ethan would get there, with his help or without, even at the risk of their lives. Amy stood next to her mother and put her arms around her waist. She was fearful that there was to be an argument between the two men.


Harry felt the weight of the small bag and opened it to see the money within. ‘Is this all you’ve got?’ he said, looking at Amy.


‘It is. Our lives are in your hands,’ Ethan said quietly.


‘Then you’d better have some of it back. Here, take this, and be ready to board my boat in the morning. I’ll have to hide you all. You need to know that I’m not licensed; the robbing mounted police need twenty-five dollars from me to do that, and even then I couldn’t take women and children.’ Harry took some of the money out of the bag and placed it back in Ethan’s hand. ‘I’m only doing this because I don’t want to see that bonny lass of yours washed up and battered on the rocks; and if you go with somebody else, that’s how she will end up. You’ll have to leave your horses, so sell them or turn them loose. It’ll take us a few days to reach Dawson. We’ll be camping along its banks for a night or two. You’ll need your supplies, Missus.’ Harry looked at Grace and shook his head. ‘There’s talk of a railway line to be built, and there will be a bridge across this bitch of a river, and folk will not have to risk their lives to get to the shithole of Dawson for much longer. I’ll see you at first light, here. Just bring what you need.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ Grace whispered.


‘Thank me when you and your family get safely to Dawson. Lord knows why you are going at this time of the year. The ground will be frozen before long, and you’ll have to wait for the ground to thaw and the rivers to clear of ice. You’ll be wishing you’d never seen my face, by the time spring comes.’ Harry spat out his chewing tobacco and left Ethan and his family watching him go into the log cabin that had been made into a small trading station for those in desperate need of supplies.


The following morning Ethan and his family were packed and ready by daybreak. They walked hesitantly with their horses to the rough-looking smithy where they hoped to sell their horses. Ethan was doubtful; without them in Dawson, how was he supposed to do any mining? However, at the same time he knew he couldn’t take the horses on the boat, as Harry was breaking the law on his behalf, and he had no other choice.


Grace and Amy sat outside the smithy, which was already busy with folk coming and going in the darkness before dawn, with their worldly belongings at their feet. The two packhorses, which were not in the best health, walked past them, their heads low and their bellies empty. They would not make the family much money and, with their sale, there was no going back over the pass to Skagway.


‘I can’t grumble at that. He gave me seven dollars each – seemingly, live horses are worth a bob or two, no matter how knackered they are,’ Ethan said as he walked out of the smithy and looked at the load they had to carry to the boat, which was waiting for them a few yards away on the shore of the lake. ‘I’ll come back and forth for some of this; you carry what you can. And let Harry hide you both and make you safe, while we pack this on board.’ The three of them, laden down with supplies, pickaxes, shovels, tent and everything else they had been told they would need in Dawson, walked in silence to Harry Bloomfield’s boat.


Harry sat upon the deck of the boat, which had survived many trips back and forth down the hundreds of miles of the mighty Yukon. ‘You’ve not changed your minds – you’ve not seen sense overnight then?’ He jumped down onto the lakeside and hauled the first package of goods on board. ‘You, young lady, need to be in the centre of the boat next to the mast, then we can tie you and your mother to it before we get to the rapids, for safety.’ He bent down and helped up the silent Amy and smiled at her. ‘My most precious piece of cargo, I’ll see you safe, so hold those tears,’ he said as he heard her snivels. ‘Now you, Missus. And then your husband and I will go and get the rest of your stuff, when I’ve pulled the tarpaulin over you. There’s always some damned nosy Mounties sniffing about at this time of the morning.’


Grace climbed into the boat next to Amy and held her tightly, and they both quivered in the darkness as the fishy-smelling tarpaulin was pulled over them and they were left, until both men came back with the rest of their belongings.


‘Mam, I’m frightened. I want to go home. I want to go home to my gran and grandad. I don’t want to go to Dawson City – I am not bothered about money. I just want to go home,’ Amy sobbed.


‘Shh, my love. Mr Bloomfield will get us there safely and, once we are at Dawson, life will be good. You’ll be able to go back to school, and we will have a home again,’ Grace whispered, wondering if she was trying to pacify herself as well as her daughter. She had no idea what lay in front of them at Dawson. That was, if they ever got there.


The rapids roared in front of them, the currents sweeping round and round the jagged rocks that littered the deepsided canyon.


‘Hold on – make sure the ropes are tight around your waists and the mast,’ Harry yelled as he battled with the tiller and hoped he would be able to deliver his precious cargo of fearful people to the other side of the White Horse Rapids. The boat thrust and fought its way between the rapids, water washing over the decks, drenching Ethan, Grace and Amy. The white waves curled up and invited the bodies on the boat to join them in the depths, like so many souls that the wild waters had taken to their deaths. Grace and Amy screamed, fearful for their lives, as an extra-strong current swept the boat the wrong way round, while Harry fought to regain control with the help of Ethan. ‘Once we are through Mile Canyon, the river calms down,’ Harry shouted, drenched to the skin and exhausted from his fight.


‘Lord, if you can hear us, help us this day. Save us from drowning,’ Grace muttered under her breath as she watched one of their much-needed packages cut loose from the rest and nearly go over the side, until Ethan reached for it and shakily put it back in its place.


Amy cried and shook, her tears and yells unheard over the pounding of the river’s boulders and the force of the water.


‘Are you alright? It’s not like this all the way. We’ll be out of it by night.’ Ethan touched Grace’s arm and smiled at Amy. ‘See, it’s quietening now. The river is broadening – we’ve made it through the worst.’ Just as suddenly as the rapids had come upon them, the river lost its anger.


‘We might have made it through the worst, but there are other rapids along the way, and we still have a long way to go,’ Harry said and looked down at the family, huddled together at the bottom of his boat. ‘We’ll make camp for the evening down around that bend. There’s a pier a little further down – the Macdonalds live not far from there. They are a family of brothers who have made their home along the bank, but they are not that friendly, so we’ll not be visiting them in their log cabin in the woods. Once we’ve got a fire going, you can dry your clothes and fill your bellies, and then we’ll head to our beds. It’ll be another early start in the morning. We’ve done the worst and survived and you’ll soon be at Dawson, and you are lucky we lost nothing on our voyage so far.’


Harry stood, tall and proud, and steered the small boat with its wards through the calmer waters. Another two days and they would be in Dawson City – not before time, he thought, as he noted the weather that was quickly closing in. These prospectors had no idea of the life they were heading for. Life might have been hard back home, but it was nothing compared to what they were going to have to endure in order to survive here.
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It was a complete white-out when they navigated the last bend on their journey down the Yukon. Dawson City was just visible as Harry and Ethan, clad heavily with snow, steered the boat onto the shore.


‘Well, this is it – you are here. Lord knows why you’ve come at this time of the year. There’ll be little food and nowhere for you to sleep, and the ground will be so hard with permafrost that you’ll not be able to do any prospecting until spring, and then the mosquitoes will drive you crazy.’ Harry pulled on his boat, securing it on the frozen mud, and shook his head at the disheartened family as they gazed at the city, which they had expected to look wealthy and well built. Instead, wooden buildings and tents were erected everywhere, looking from the river bank more like a dilapidated farmyard than an important town.


‘Where do I go and make my claim?’ Ethan asked, thinking that no matter what Harry Bloomfield thought, he’d get a stake and would soon be rich in gold.


‘You’ll not be doing that yet. Nobody can do anything at this time of year. Besides, there are no stakes left, unless someone who’s seen sense has returned to their home, and then you can claim it after three days. But you’ll need fifteen dollars and, if you can get another, you can register that in your wife’s name. You could be lucky, because I’ve watched a lot returning from Dawson; there’s not much food here, from what I’ve heard. That’s why we will have to unload your packages, before someone helps themselves tonight under cover of darkness. The best stakes are up the Klondike and Bonanza Creeks, if you’ve not had a bellyful of Dawson by spring.’


Harry picked up his shotgun and slung it across his shoulder.


‘Come on: first stop the saloon. Rosie will get your women warm and, hopefully, fed. And she will know if there are any empty shacks, instead of you sleeping in that so-called tent, which is worth nothing against the cold up here. The traders at Skagway are just out to make a fast buck from greenhorns like you.’ Harry looked down at Amy, who was shivering. ‘Best that we keep you and your ma warm. Your father is big enough to look after himself.’


‘Thank you and God bless, Mr Bloomfield. We owe you a great deal,’ Grace said while taking Amy’s hand. ‘Somewhere we could light a fire and keep warm would be so much better than the canvas tent.’


‘Like I say, ma’am, this man of yours shouldn’t have brought you here.’ Harry glared at Ethan.


‘I’ll do what I want with my family, so be careful what you say,’ Ethan retorted, but he also knew he was half the size of the hard-living Canadian and no way could he ever confront him.


‘It’s your lives . . . Now, instead of freezing here, let’s step out and we’ll get this boat unloaded and you settled before nightfall. You can perhaps sleep warm and easy tonight, if Rosie can help us.’ Harry held his hand out for Amy. ‘Welcome to Dawson, Missy. I hope you’ll be happy here.’


‘Thank you, Mr Bloomfield. It’s quite an adventure. But just now I want to get warm.’ Amy looked up at the man she had grown to admire; in fact she secretly thought in her young heart that if she was a little older, Harry would be the sort of man she would like on her arm. He was everything that her own father wasn’t, and she knew she would always be safe in his company.


The streets of Dawson City were busy, despite the falling snow. Prospectors dressed in thick coats and animal skins filled the streets around them, and those in business looked out of their various windows, noting that another new family had come into town with Harry Bloomfield. The houses were nothing like the Postlethwaite family had imagined. They weren’t built from the sturdy stone of back home; instead they were all built of wood. Wooden cabins would stand next to a three-or four-storey building, and next to that there would be a tent filling the space between buildings. Along both sides of the main street most houses were built on what Harry called a boardwalk: a wooden walkway two feet above street level, keeping people clear of the dirty, muddy and snow-covered road. Oil lamps were lit in most windows, even though it was only just past noon, and there was the sound of music and folk laughing and talking, as Harry took them through the swing doors of the tallest building on the street, which he called the saloon.


‘Are you alright, Amy? We’ll soon be warm. Now don’t stare when you walk in here. These folk live different from our way of life back home. They like to drink and they’ll swear, so close your ears,’ Grace whispered to her daughter, as she looked around her, fascinated by her new surroundings.


‘She’ll have to get used to it, if we are to survive,’ Ethan said, then went after Harry into the warmth of the saloon and the smoke-filled noisy bar, followed by Grace and an awe-inspired Amy.


Amy looked around her: she’d never seen anything like it in her life. She had, unbeknownst to her grandfather, on occasion looked through the windows of the Cow Dub Inn back in Dentdale, but the inside of the Dawson City Saloon was nothing like the sleepy inn. It was full of larger-than-life characters: miners, card players, women who showed parts of their bodies that Amy dared not mention, in their brightly coloured clothes; and behind the bar was the largest mirror she had ever seen, with drinks on shelves on either side of it. The bartender was lining up drinks of amber liquid, which the men were drinking as fast as he poured it.
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