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Using only axes and cross-cut saws, the
company’s small crew of men cleared a
12-foot right-of-way along the entire
distance. Aided by horses, they graded the
surface with plows and wheel scrapers,
built culverts where necessary, and
reinforced embankments with rough
timber. The road builders used traditional
First Nations trails whenever possible, most
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The Equipment of the railyay is first-class in every
—respect.  During the summer season
observation cars are put in service for tourists, giving them an
unobstructed view of the magnificent scenery aloug the railroad.

WINTER ROUTE SERVICE

In connection with the regular daily train service, a first-class
relay stage line will be operated between \White Horse and Dawson
during the winter season, carrying passengers, mail, express and
freight, running on a schedule of 5 to 5% days. Specially built
sleds provided with plenty of warm fur robes and drawn by four
horses will be used for this service.

Passengers on our sf.a%es will travel during the day time only,
stopping at night at one of the well furnished Road Houses which
have been established about every 25 miles, Everything possible
will be done for the comfort and convenience of our passengers.

The Canadian Government is building an_overland trail from
‘White Horse to Dawson, which it is expected will be completed
and ready for use this winter. This trail will do away with the
T g e necessity of wait::f for the ice to form on the river, and it is also

_ - expected that it will permil of a reduction in the running time of the
a fresh team of ety

First Nations man greets travellers arriving at Carmacks in 1914. In the background,
horses is brought to replace the team at right.
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likely in the Takhini River valley and the
Nordenskiold valley between Braeburn
and Carmacks.

This winter road between Whitehorse and
Dawson became known as The Overland
Trail. The White Pass then inaugurated the
Yukon Stage Line which, because of the
mail it carried, was also called The Royal
Mail Service. It marked the beginning of a
new era of transportation in the territory.
For Dawson residents, it created a
much-needed winter link to

civilization.

For the first time they were not cut off
from the rest of the world for almost
eight months of the year.

Horse-drawn sleigh prepares to leave White
Pass depot in Whitehorse in the early 1900s.
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Laura Berton, mother of Canadian author
Pierre Berton, was still a young, unmarried
school teacher in Dawson City during the
1920s. In her memoir | Married the Klondike,
she describes a winter journey on the Overland
Trail in a White Pass & Yukon Route sleigh:

“e

Four o’clock, Miss Thompson. Stage leaves
in an hour’

“Four o’clock in Whitehorse...the mercury
at forty below...a week-long trip in an open
sleigh ahead of me...the little town dead and
sleeping under its mantle of winter fog...a
group of sleepy passengers huddled in furs
at the White Pass station...the great sleigh
with its four champing horses waiting.

“Off we went into the silent night and into
a silent world of white. For five days we
would sit in this open sleigh, our noses
icicled, our feet warmed by hot bricks and
charcoal, while we crossed the Yukon
Territory in a wavering diagonal line north. |
have never embarked on a stranger

journey...”




“It was not a comfortable trip.The seats
had hardly any backs and we had not been
out long before | became unpleasantly
conscious of my neck. It just wouldn’t hold
up my wobbling head.With no support
from the seat | tried tying a scarf over my
turban, binding it tightly around my head. It
Was no use. ...

“There were 14 of us travelling north.VVe
sat in threes in two double rows of seats
facing each other, the spare man up on the
box beside the driver...

“...| sat in the rear seat, squeezed between a
Swede on one side and a French-Canadian
miner on the other.The Swede was a huge,
gaunt wedge of a man with a great walrus
moustache and a long nose and chin.The
French-Canadian was round-faced, jolly and
plump.At first | was only too glad of the fur-
coated warmth of their proximity, for | was
so cold | would cheerfully have cuddled a
grizzly. But as the journey continued, |
couldn’t help realizing that the warm and
persistent pressure coming simultaneously
from both sides was not altogether the
result of confined space. For five days |
parried their advances....”

Laura Berton, ibid

The Overland Trail was not a single,
uninterrupted stretch of road. It was
actually five sections of road divided by
four major rivers — the Takhini, Yukon,
Pelly and Stewart.

From Whitehorse the original trail headed
west, crossed the Takhini River, followed

the Klusha and Little rivers to Braeburn,
then along the Nordenskiold River and
into Carmacks. At Mackay’s, which was
later renamed Yukon Crossing, the trail
crossed the Yukon River and then followed
the east bank to Pelly, where it crossed the
Pelly River. On the north side of the Pelly
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Frost-covered horses and passengers are shown with a wheeled stage along the trail in e
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Dawson City Museum, 990.43.219

There were plenty of mishaps as wheeled
stages occasionally upset and sometimes
rolled down the hillsides. The wheeled
stages had heavy brakes that could lock
the rear wheels, which were operated from
the driver’s seat. Sleighs were equipped
with chain rough-locks which, when
activated by the driver, swung under the
runners and tightened. The weight of the
sleigh on the chains brought it to a stop.
Sleighs also had metal bars that,
when released, dug into the

roadbed for

sudden stops. But there were very few
serious accidents as horses instinctively
kept their footing and held to the trail.
Passengers had little to worry about other
than being unceremoniously dumped into
a snowbank.

At freeze-up and break-up —when the river
ice is at its weakest — people, luggage, mail
and freight were laboriously paddled across
open water in canoes. Another coach and

horses waited on the other side.

A horse struggles to regain its footing
after this sled went off the trail.

“Across from me sat an English couple who
knew Frank well and who were later to
become our close friends—Mr.and Mrs.
Arthur Coldrick. She was a plump, pleasant-
faced woman who did not care too much
for the Yukon and who quite often spent
her winters Outside. He was the epitome
of the transplanted Englishman. For all of his
time in Dawson he wore clothes cut in the
English style, a black bowler hat or cloth
tweed cap, and carried a tightly rolled
umbrella...

“Next to the Coldricks sat a prospector —
the typical, grizzled miner of fiction,
unshaven, pale-faced, with long, untidy hair, a
dirty white collar and a flask in his pocket.
Up front beside the driver sat another
mining man named Tom Kirkpatrick, who
was very jovial and drunk for the entire
journey. He had a bottle at all times and

& continually pulled on it.When we stopped

at the various road-houses for meals and he
could get no liquor he quite cheerfully
drank horse medicine instead. Of all of us,
he seemed to have the best time.”

Laura Berton, ibid
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Horses sometimes broke through the ice on
river crossings. As a safeguard, choke-lines
were placed around their necks and
tightened when necessary, to prevent them
from struggling in the water, becoming
hopelessly tangled and swept under the
ice. This way they could usually be cut
loose and floated to where they could be
pulled out on solid ice or ground.

As soon as the snow was deep enough the
wheeled stages were replaced by sleighs,
which were drawn by teams of four to six
horses. And with bells on their harnesses,

they jingled all the way. The sleighs made
better time than the stages because their
runners glided easily over the snow-covered
trail. As a result, fares were considerably
cheaper in the winter.

A one-way ticket cost $125. The fare
dropped to $75 from December 1 to the
end of the sleighing season and rose to
$100 from March 15 to the opening of
river navigation. Roadhouse meals and
beds cost extra. Passengers were allowed 25
pounds of luggage free. Excess baggage
was 30-cents a pound. In some cases, if

Passengers pose with the mail sleigh at Post No. 3 of the Canadian Development Co., Lower Lebarge.

“While we make good time now, it does not
compare to the rush trips of early days
when Klondike kings paid the price for
rushing through. | think | hold the record for
the fastest time ever made by stage from
Whitehorse to Dawson. | made the trip in
the spring of 1901, and brought down that
trip the famous ‘Count’ Carbonneau and the
countess —erstwhile Belinda Mulrooney—
and Chief Wills of the Bank of Commerce...

“Only a day ahead of us Authier started
down the trail with the Klondike king ‘Big
Alec’, more properly Alexander McDonald.
It was the intention to smash the record
with that rig. | got the tip, and the ‘Count’
and the ‘Chief’ and the rest of them were
anxious to beat the ‘King’ in. So | gave the
nags the bud, and away we went. | made it
into Dawson and arrived only four hours
behind the other rig.WWe came down the
trail that trip in three days and nine hours
from Whitehorse to Dawson, and | am sure
there never was faster time made between
the two places by winter rig.”

Simon ‘Simmie’ Feindel was a stage driver on
the Overland Trail for nearly 20 years. His
retirement account was published in the
Dawson Daily News, May 5, 1920
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“Was awakened at 4:30 a.m. by Mrs.
Whalen, and the Pelly River was running

into the roadhouse; in five minutes we were
walking around the rooms waist deep.
There was a large canoe, upside down, tied
to a tree across the road. lce was floating
by in big blocks. Ernie and | found two
paddles floating and we at once swam
across, righted the canoe and brought it to
the front door.We then took the women
folks and Mr.Tyrrel (a ‘coloured helper’ at
the roadhouse), clad only in their
nightshirts, to dry ground a mile away. Ernie
and | then paddled to the barn and found
the horses almost covered with water. After
two hours struggle we got five of them to
shallower water, but one was drowned.

“Got up at day-break, had some canned
peas for breakfast ... We are in hard luck,
most everything is in the cellar and none of
us can dive.Then came back to Pleasant
Camp as we had named it.We had found a
small keg of rum floating around which was
soon put to good use.”

From the diary of White Pass stage driver A W.
Haddock, April 30-May [, 1904
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there was too much freight, passengers
were made to get out and walk or run
behind the horse-drawn stage. Travel was
during the daytime only and at night
passengers would board at one of the
roadhouses along the trail.

In 1902 the White Pass published a
pamphlet to tell the world that there was a
year-round transportation service between

Skagway, Alaska, and Dawson City. It
advertised its narrow-gauge rail service
between Skagway and Whitehorse, and
promoted the Overland Trail as a first-
class relay stage line to Dawson.

People who braved the winter journey had
to be well dressed because the sleighs—like
the stages—were uncovered. They wore fur
coats, fur hats with nose and ear protectors

"~

Scenic winter view of the early settlement of Carmacks from the

Overland Trail.
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