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It is rumored that it was a woman, Tagish native Kate Carmack, who first discovered gold in the Yukon in 1896. Of course, at the time, only her white husband could register the claim.




Thousands of gold-seekers descended on Alaska in the next few years, many of them women. They came by steamship through the Inland Passage from Seattle and walked the steep trail up and over Chilkoot Pass from Dyea or the White Pass Trail from Skagway. They came overland from Montana through Canada and up the rivers from Nome to the interior. They came with their husbands and they came alone. They mined the land and filed their own claims. Sometimes they took vast riches out of the ground, but just as often took only enough to keep going for the next year, or at least to the next strike. And some of them “mined the miners,” finding it easier to provide the room, board, and services that the men needed.




Women came hauling their own supplies, pulling sleds laden with amazing and seemingly out-of-place goods. Anna de Graf was fifty-five years old when she first climbed over Chilkoot Pass in 1894, and she carried with her a sewing machine and a feather bed!




Emily Craig and her husband left Chicago on August 25, 1897, with a party of twelve men and one woman, and a guide who promised to have them in the Klondike within six weeks at a charge of five hundred dollars each. The Craigs finally arrived at their destination more than a year later, having suffered untold hardships during the journey. Emily is credited with making the inland territory’s first American flag, fashioned from a flour sack, red calico, blue boat paint, and paper stars.




Mollie Walsh ran a little grubstake restaurant in Skagway. When she heard that a young prostitute was ill, she risked a scandal by taking care of her. When the young girl died, Mollie persuaded the pastor of her church to hold a funeral for her. After he gave a moving speech urging others to quit the “profession,” Mollie raised money so girls in similar situations could return to Seattle and get a fresh start.




Esther Birdsall Darling lived in Nome from 1907 until 1917. During that time she was co-owner of a kennel that raised the sled dogs that won the first races organized by the Nome Kennel Club. She wrote several books that immortalized the dogs. Also, her poem about the forget-me-not helped establish it as the state flower of Alaska.




Women traveled all over Alaska—alongside the men—worked at every job, and helped develop lasting communities by establishing such institutions as schools, churches, libraries, and social clubs. The men of Alaska recognized their contributions and when the first Territorial Legislature met in Juneau in 1913, its first act was to give women the right to vote.




Alaska’s modern history began when Russia “discovered” it, and women have played an important part in its development from the very beginning. In the first ship to establish a Russian presence in the new land was the first non-native woman, Natasha Shelikof. When her husband left on expeditions, she was left in charge of the colony established on Kodiak Island in 1784.




At the urging of Secretary of State William H. Seward, the United States purchased Alaska from Russia in 1867 for $7.2 million. The American flag was raised over the territory capital, Sitka, on October 18. Despite such public sentiments as the one printed in the New York World that “Russia has sold us a sucked orange,” the purchase has certainly proven over the years to be a bargain! Alaska continues to share its mineral riches and natural bounty with the “lower forty-eight.” In 1906 the capital was moved to Juneau, where it remains today. Alaska was officially proclaimed the forty-ninth state on January 3, 1959.




Alaskans are a unique people. They refer to any place that is not Alaska as “Outside.” Old-timers who have lived in the state long enough to prove their staying power are called “Sourdoughs.” Newcomers are “Cheechakos” until they earn the right to be considered real Alaskans.




And Alaska is huge! Superimposed over a map of the contiguous United States, Alaska, including the Aleutian Islands and southeast panhandle, would reach from the Pacific Ocean of southern California, north to the Canadian border in Minnesota, and extend to the Atlantic Ocean off the southeast coast of South Carolina.




Relocating to this vast land, about which little was known in the early years, required immense fortitude. The women mentioned in this introduction, as well as the ones whose lives are highlighted in this book, represent only a small number of Alaska’s fascinating women pioneers. Countless others whose skirts swept the snow—those whose names we know and those who will remain forever anonymous—were all remarkable Alaska women.










HARRIET SMITH PULLEN
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1860–1947




ELEGANT ENTREPRENEUR




Harriet Pullen stood looking at the waves lapping Skagway Beach. The freighter bringing her seven beloved horses from Washington had been forced to anchor in the middle of the harbor due to a lack of space at the docks. After considering the matter for a moment, Harriet made up her mind to go out to the ship and retrieve the animals herself.




With her usual ingenuity, she procured a small boat and rowed out to the anchored vessel. After locating the hatch where her pets waited, she petted and stroked them, and they greeted her with nuzzles and snorts, as happy to see her as she was to see them.




The captain informed her that the animals would have to be unloaded immediately. To his amazement, and over his objections, she replied that she would take them herself. Each would have to be brought up to the deck by sling and pulley. She asked that her favorite, a chestnut named Babe, be first. Returning to her rowboat, Harriet called out to Babe, coaxing her to jump from a plank at the edge of the deck. Babe whinnied in fear, but Harriet continued to call, enticing her adored horse into the rough, cold waters of Lynn Canal. Finally Babe took the plunge and swam trustingly over to the rowboat, where her mistress secured her and rowed the quarter mile back to the safety of the shore. After tying Babe to a large piece of driftwood, Harriet returned to the freighter and repeated the process six more times. When darkness fell, all of her horses, plus their packs and harnesses, were on dry land. It was the spring of 1898, and Harriet Pullen had been in Skagway for a little over half a year.
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Mrs. Pullen, leaning on a bridge on the grounds of Pullen House UAF-1980-68-147, Archives, University of Alaska Fairbanks




Harriet Smith was born in Wisconsin in 1860. Her parents, Andrew Jackson Smith and Mary Smith, went west, first to the Dakotas and later ending up in La Push, Washington, when Harriet was about sixteen. In 1881, Harriet married Daniel W. Pullen, who ran the local trading post. Over the next several years, the couple had four children: Mildred in 1882, Daniel in 1886, Royal in 1887, and Chester in 1889. The family lived comfortably, and Harriet was indulged with her horses, which she raised from colts and trained lovingly.




Sometime in the mid-1890s, Daniel lost his trading post and the family’s large home in a court fight over the homestead, and the Pullens fell on hard times. Harriet felt compelled to leave her husband and seek a new life for herself and her children. Arriving in Seattle in 1897, she found the cry of “Gold in the Klondike!” resounding throughout the town. Catching a bit of the “gold fever” and sensing an opportunity for a new life ahead, she left her children with family and headed north to Alaska, identifying herself to fellow travelers as a widow.




Harriet Pullen arrived in Skagway on September 12, 1897, aboard the steamer Rosalie. She was thirty-seven years old. Because docks had yet to be built, passengers were unloaded into small boats and deposited on the beach, along with piles of their belongings. Although the rush to the Klondike had started a scant two months earlier, Skagway was already a bustling, rowdy town of tents along makeshift streets, with a few hastily erected wooden structures.




With seven dollars in her pocket, Harriet dragged her luggage up the beach past the tide line and sat down to contemplate her next move. As she watched the ill-mannered gold-seekers and listened to their crude language, she began to wonder if she had made the right decision, coming alone to this wild place. One very loud voice stood out above the others, and she looked up to see a large man moving from one group to the next. It was Captain William Moore, the original Skagway townsite owner.




“Is there a cook anywhere? Can anybody cook?” He noticed Harriet sitting alone. “Can you cook?” he demanded.




“Yes, I can,” she answered, although she had never cooked for anyone except her own family.




He took her arm and led her up the beach, into a large tent where there was a sheet-metal stove and a long table with benches. The walls were lined with boxes, and she could hardly stand up for the hams and bacon slabs hanging from the ridgepole. Piles of dirty dishes sat on the shelves. Scraps of food littered the floor.




“Cook quit,” he announced. “I’ll pay three dollars a day. My men are building the wharves down on the beach, and they’ll be mighty hungry. You’ll have eighteen for dinner.” And with that, he strode out the door.




Harriet sat down at the table, put her head in her arms, and sobbed. Then she pulled herself together, stood up to her full five feet nine inches, brushed off her fashionable princess-style dress, tied up her unruly red hair, strung a flour sack around her waist, and went to work. She scrubbed the dishes with ashes, raked the floor, and put together dinner for eighteen men. With sudden inspiration, she cooked some dried apples, rolled out a piecrust, pounded out a pie plate from an old tin can, and made the first of what would become her signature apple pies.




After a few days she began to realize that her wages would not be enough to bring her children to Skagway anytime soon. She augmented her income by baking apple pies and selling them for a tidy sum to miners preparing to make their way up White Pass Trail. Harriet cooked and baked, and before Christmas she was able to send for her two older boys to join her in the little log house that she now called home. Their father accompanied them, leaving fifteen-year-old Mildred to finish her schooling in Ellensburg, Washington, since rough Skagway was no place for a young girl. The youngest child, Chester, also remained in Washington.




All that long winter Harriet cooked and baked. She once said that she had made enough dried-apple pies “to cover the trail from the middle of town to the top of Chilkoot Pass.” In the spring she took her winter profits and sent for those seven horses she had reluctantly left behind.




Harriet quit cooking and launched her next project, a freighting business. At the time, she was the only woman to attempt that risky venture. She would load up a four-horse wagon, drive it to the bottom of the pass, and transfer the goods to the backs of her horses. Carefully and slowly, she would lead them up the steep, rocky trail to the top, collect twenty-five dollars from the owners, and then make the return trip for another load.




The single-file trail to the top of Chilkoot Pass was rocky and treacherous, and the horses had to be fitted with special “corked” shoes with sharp studs to help keep their footing. If one of the creatures stumbled, “corked” (cut) itself, and was unable to continue, it would be shot, and the carcass pushed over the edge into the canyon below. Urged on by desperate, gold-hungry men, many overladen and underfed animals collapsed and died on the trail. The gorge with hundreds of carcasses piled on the rocks below soon became known as Dead Horse Canyon.




Into this melee, Harriet took her precious pets. Leading them carefully and treating them gently, she maneuvered the trail countless times without mishap and was able to earn enough money to support herself and her family. After a toll road was built up the pass, she was able to take her horse-drawn wagon and haul more goods on each trip.




On one of these wagon trips, as she later told the story, her horses became entangled with a runaway wagon coming from the opposite direction. Her favorite horse, Babe, corked herself and was permanently crippled. Harriet paid for Babe to be transported back to the States, where she was cared for until her death.




In 1898, construction began on the White Pass and Yukon Route Railroad. Harriet knew that completion of the line would mean the end of her freighting business, and she began to consider another means of supporting herself and her family. In the meantime, she continued to bake and sell her delicious apple pies.




When gold was discovered nearby in Atlin, British Columbia, Harriet decided to try her luck at prospecting. She and another younger woman took off up the White Pass Trail planning to ride two of her horses to the top, then send them back down to Skagway. But when a man offered her ten dollars to carry his supplies, she loaded up the horses, collected the money, and walked up the trail. At the top of the pass was Lake Bennett, where a bustling camp had sprung up as prospectors struggled to build rafts or find other ways to cross the lake. One man had set up a small sawmill and was building boats for one hundred dollars each. Harriet bought one of his boats, giving him the ten dollars that she had just earned as a down payment. She then recruited ten men to crew the boat across the lake, charging them each ten dollars, with which she paid for the boat. When she arrived on the opposite shore, she owned a boat and had money in her pocket!




Unfortunately, Harriet’s prospecting plans were ruined when she fell and broke her wrist. She returned across the lake, again charging passengers to crew, and then sold the boat and returned to Skagway with money to spare.




In the spring of 1899, when Mildred finished her schooling in Seattle, Harriet sent for her to join the family. Little Chester was also in Skagway by then. Harriet’s husband, Daniel, did not like Alaska, and stayed in Skagway only long enough to be counted in the first census in 1900 as the “head” of the Pullen family. He then traveled to southeast Alaska before returning to Washington, where he died in 1910.




In 1900, Captain Moore had constructed a showcase house for himself but had never occupied it. He subsequently offered Harriet the opportunity to lease it. Realizing the possibilities this opened for her, she immediately accepted, and in 1902 the Pullen House Hotel was born. A “hotel-worth” of furniture, which had been brought to Skagway for a hotel that never opened, was in storage, and Harriet arranged to rent it, with an agreement to purchase it in the future.




Even before her hotel opened, every room was rented; Pullen House was successful from the beginning. Harriet’s cooking skills were well-known, and she furnished the rooms simply but comfortably. Pleased with her accomplishment, Harriet made plans to purchase the furniture. But the owner suddenly appeared with a wagon one morning and took it all away to open a hotel of his own, since hers had done so well. Undaunted, Harriet ordered lumber and boxes, hired some men and tools, and by evening every room had a box dresser, box chair, and rough bedstead. Fortunately, she already owned the mattresses and bedding. When she explained her predicament, every guest loyally agreed to stay and put up with the makeshift furniture until it could be replaced.




Within a year Pullen House was so profitable that Harriet was able to purchase the building from Captain Moore. She soon also purchased land for a small farm across the bay on the old townsite of Dyea, where she raised a herd of dairy cattle. These cows provided fresh cream, which the guests of the hotel skimmed for themselves from blue-enameled pans in the pantry.




Margaret Murie remembered staying at Pullen House in 1911 on her way to Fairbanks when she was nine years old: “The guest was given a bowl and a spoon and allowed to skim off cream for his porridge and coffee. Skimming your own cream at Pullen House in the land of no cream was a ritual talked of all over the North in those days.”




Even as the gold rush days subsided and the population of Skagway dwindled, Pullen House continued to serve travelers who arrived by ship and by the White Pass and Yukon Route Railroad (WP&YR). Harriet, always the gracious, dignified hostess, became known as “Ma Pullen” to her ever-growing clientele of construction workers, geologists, salesmen, and government officials, along with their families.




Harriet also began collecting and displaying interesting bits of Alaskana for her guests, realizing that she was saving items from history that might otherwise have been lost. Eventually her curio room held such items as hand-hammered Russian copper, silver candlesticks from Baranof Castle at Old Sitka, and rare purple-blue Russian glass beads made especially for the early fur trade. She displayed the first newspaper heralding the great Dawson gold strike and surrounded it with rocks painted gold to represent huge nuggets. The craps table, roulette wheels, and oak gambling table that belonged to Soapy Smith, Skagway’s famous gangster from the stampede days, were there, and Harriet often regaled her guests with tales of Soapy’s exploits. She had also collected numerous native artifacts, including a medicine man’s mask, tobacco pouches made from white swans’ feet, and bags of cedar bark, as well as moose robes and coats. She enjoyed dressing in the native costumes and telling stories of early Skagway days.




Pullen House was renowned throughout the north for its elegance, both inside and out. The building itself sat amid stretches of green lawn, intersected by streams flowing into small ponds where ducks swam happily. There were flowerbeds filled with hollyhocks and forget-me-nots, and a garden seat was nestled against a lattice laced with sweet peas. Inside, the guest rooms came complete with a feather bed and a bathtub; the banquet hall tables were set with Haviland china and a silver service of Harriet’s own design. The food served was simple but fresh, and came primarily from her farm in Dyea.




Many famous signatures could be found in the Pullen House guest register, including those of Jack London and Robert Service. President Warren G. Harding, although he did not stay at Pullen House, spoke from the veranda when he visited Skagway in July 1923.




Harriet Pullen, along with Martin Itjen, who operated a streetcar tour business, was credited with helping develop the Alaskan tourist trade. They convinced cruise ships to stop in Skagway long enough for their passengers to ride the WP&YR train to the top of the pass and back.




Mr. Itjen loved to tell the story about a Pullen House guest who once asked one of Ma Pullen’s little sons (possibly grandsons), “How do you pronounce the streetcar man’s name?”




Dignified Harriet was horrified to hear him respond, “It’s itchin’. You know, like itchin’ and scratchin’!”




Although Harriet undoubtedly would have liked to have her sons stay and help with her business, she sent them Outside to get the best schooling they could. Royal graduated from the University of Washington and became a mechanical engineer. He married and raised his family in Lead, South Dakota. Dan graduated from the same school and went on to be the first cadet from Alaska to attend West Point. Both Dan and Royal served in World War I and earned many medals, which they sent home to their mother. Chester drowned in a swift river while on his way back to university in 1912. Royal lived to be over one hundred years old. He died in California in 1990.




Mildred married and moved Outside. She had a daughter, Mary, and three sons. Mary returned to Skagway and was raised by Harriet, who adopted her. The three boys also spent time at Pullen House, as did Harriet’s other grandchildren from South Dakota.




Harriet Pullen continued to promote tourism at every opportunity and tout the virtues of visiting Alaska. The local newspaper, the Skagway Cheechako, noted in its February 13, 1937, edition:






Mrs. Harriet S. Pullen of the Pullen House, who is now in Seattle, broadcasted over NBC in a coast to coast hook-up, on Sunday afternoon January 17. She was a guest on the L. C. Smith Typewriter program. She gave an interesting talk on Skagway and told the world that Skagway was the best place to live in the world from the standpoint of health, climate, and scenery.







According to the Cheechako, on that same trip, Harriet “addressed the students at the University of Washington in Seattle.” The Alaska-Yukon pioneers in Seattle observed “Skagway Night” while she was there, and the Cheechako reported, “It has been announced that none other than Mrs. Harriet S. Pullen will ‘frame’ an apple pie, from the original Skagway recipe.”




Harriet Pullen often drove the horses pulling her distinctive coach that carried guests to her hotel, and well into her later years, she met every ship that docked at Skagway. She died in 1947, four days before her eighty-seventh birthday, and is buried near the site of her famous Pullen House.




As Mary Lee Davis wrote in her 1930 book, Uncle Sam’s Attic: “No one knows Skagway who does not know Harriet Pullen. For years she has been Skagway, to all who stop and linger there to hear from her own vigorous dramatic lips the tale of Skagway’s tarnished day of glory.”




And Harriet Pullen was quite a storyteller! She often recounted her 1897 arrival in Skagway, a “widow” with seven dollars to her name and four young children to support. She described her joy at sending for her three little redheaded boys and at finally seeing them asleep peacefully on beds of straw. She told of her famous apple pies baked in hammered-out tin cans, of making drinking glasses from discarded beer bottles. Perhaps she exaggerated her tales of derring-do on the White Pass Trail, or her difficulties starting her hotel, but there is no doubt Harriet Pullen was a true Alaska pioneer, with that indomitable spirit ingrained in the women who came north. She brought gentility and social graces to a wild land.












MATILDA KINNON “TILLIE” PAUL TAMAREE
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1860–1952




TLINGIT MISSIONARY AND LEADER




Under cover of darkness a young Tlingit woman crept out of a house in Victoria, British Columbia, and stealthily made her way along the dirt road toward the water. She carried her younger daughter and urged her older one to hurry quietly along with her. At the water’s edge, her clansman waited in a small canoe. After handing over her few personal possessions and her precious daughters, the woman climbed into the canoe and started her long journey north.




Traveling only at night and hiding during the day, the group covered six hundred miles along the “Inside Passage” of Alaska, until they arrived safely in the land of the Stikeen-quan near Wrangell.
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