What to Wear to the Klondike:
Outfitting Women for the Gold Rush

BARBARA E. KELCEY

Résumé

Lors de la ruée vers I'or du Klondike, la grande
majorité des femmes qui ont pris la direction du
Yukon n’étaient ni des prostituées, ni des filles
aux moeurs légéres, mais des femmes coura-
geuses (bien que parfois mal informées) qui
cherchaient a faire fortune a la maniére des
hommes. Nous savons aujourd’hui que le role
réel joué par ces femmes différait de I'image
qu’on s’en faisait a cette époque. Dans les pu-
blications contemporaines, les personnes ten-
tées par I'aventure du Klondike trouvaient des
conseils et des recommandations sur I'équipe-
ment a apporter. La tenue vestimentaire des
femmes soulevait beaucoup d’intérét. Les pros-
pectrices passaient pour des « rebelles » qui reje-
taient la tenue conservatrice de I'époque. Or,
abstraction faite des vétements portés pour I'é-
quipée, elles revétaient dés leur arrivée au Yukon
la tenue classique des femmes de I'époque.

Abstract

The vast majority of women who went to the
Yukon during the Klondike gold rush were not
prostitutes and dance hall girls, but hardworking
(if not mislead) women looking for wealth just
like their male counterparts. Information about
the role of these women indicates that at the time
their image and their reality differed. Contem-
porary publications contained advice on what
stampeders were required, and otherwise
advised, to bring with them. The question of the
appropriate clothing for women was a subject
of considerable interest. Female prospectors
tended to be depicted as “new women” who
eschewed the conservative costume of the era.
Irrespective of what had been worn to the Yukon,
once women reached the territory they donned
attire typically accepted back home.

L

l

One of the first considerations for any stam-
peder going North after gold was discovered in
the Klondike valley in 1897 was an outfit — a
supply of goods which included foodstuffs,
equipment and appropriate garments for the cli-
mate and terrain. The unsophisticated winter
clothing of the nineteenth century made the
climb up the steep grades of the Chilkoot, or
along the precarious White Pass, more difficult
for all stampeders, but the restrictive under-
garments and the added burdens of heavy skirts
made the journey even more problematic for
women who represented between two and six
per cent of Klondike hopefuls.?

Women’s Klondike outfits reflected
nineteenth-century expectations of women, so
consequently what to wear to the Klondike
presented a dilemma for women who saw the
need to be comfortably, yet fashionably and
respectably dressed. This quandary was com-
plicated by representations in newspapers and
periodical accounts that depicted women on
their way to the Yukon dressed in calf-length

garments or trousers, reflecting that journal-
ists saw female stampeders as unconventional,
and perhaps lending some credence to the
already developing myth that female gold-
seekers were all women of easy virtue. This
image was later perpetuated by popular writ-
ers, academics, and even the Klondike Visitors
Association itself.?

There is no doubt that Dawson was a male-
dominated, male-centred society, but there
were economic opportunities for respectable
women, even if this employment was often in
a traditional domestic setting. By the same
token, cultural and societal demands of hus-
bands and other men on the trail dictated that
women wear what women in the south were
wearing, with only minor exceptions. For exam-
ple, Helen Dare, a special correspondent to
San Francisco’s The Examiner reported the
plight of a Mrs. Barnes who had crossed the
Chilkoot Pass wearing long skirts because her
husband objected to short ones. She told Dare
that the hems were frozen stiff and stood out
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HeLen DARE BLAZING THE CORNERS OF REX CLAIM.

Lo

Fig. 1

Helen Dare, special
correspondent for The
Examiner is depicted in
an illustration for “How I
staked Out My Claim on
the Minook,” 10 October
1897. She wrote “I
started out just as I came
down the Yukon, in
knickers, short skirt,
reindeer mukluks to the
knee, a sweater and golf
cap.”

like hoops.? One male correspondent of the
Seattle Daily Times described women'’s dress
“going down the Yukon” and left no doubt as
to what he expected of women’s apparel on the
trail. He wrote:

If the Parisian fashion makers want any point-
ers about outdoor or travelling costumes they

. should come to Bennett City, north of the
Territory of Alaska, and gaze upon the make-
ups of the fair sex. The horrid bloomer girls of
the West are as modestly attired as a discreet
Boston maiden in comparison with the female
argonauts. Some of the women are attired in
men’s costumes, even to the shirt and pants.
Others use a short skirt to conceal a pair of
plumply filled overalls.*

Some women, like those aboard the steamer
Queen that left Victoria in early March, 1898,
solved some problems but created others when
they simply dressed like men in the typical
miner’s suit.” Others felt compelled to provide
themselves with a practical Klondike outfit

and yet remain within the limits of Victorian
respectability. Flora Shaw, the colonial editor
of The Times, wore her canvas bloomers under
her skirts, for example.® Shaw had been sent to
the Yukon by the newspaper because of pre-
vious experience reporting from the Australian
gold fields, and was able to capitalize on the
paper’s political connections to make the trip
to Dawson from London in three weeks. In-
vestors in Europe were as eager as their North
American counterparts to take advantage of
the discovery.

After the first shipment of Klondike gold
arrived in Seattle and San Francisco in the
summer of 1897, news of the strike spread
rapidly across North America and on to Europe
via recently established wire services, and
the new transatlantic cable. A multitude of
illustrations made possible by technological
advances in photography also made the way
south to generate excitement. Just prior to the
gold rush, advertising had become an orga-
nized industry, and the Klondike offered an
opportunity for the fledgling advertising agen-
cies that had begun to emerge in North Amer-
ica. The coastal cities of the Pacific Northwest
anticipated that business would boom because
of the rush, and there was considerable com-
petition among Seattle, San Francisco, Victo-
ria, and Vancouver to outfit the prospectors.
Along with supply houses, and transportation
companies, these communities distributed
advertising pamphlets of every description.
Commercial guides and government brochures,
which contained advertising for all manner of
goods, were readily available.”

Several of these Klondike guides offered
specific advice to women travelling to the gold
fields. These included Alaska and the Klondike
Goldfields, by A. C. Harris,® The Goldfields of
the Yukon by John W. Leonard,’ and The Chi-
cago Record’s Book for Gold-Seekers.'° These
guides are notorious for their misleading infor-
mation, but it is notable that they felt com-
pelled to add some advice to women. These
were commercial publications, designed for
quick profit, so interest among women must
have been substantial enough to warrant the
inclusion of information especially for female
stampeders.

Leonard, for instance, offered Ethel Berry's
opinion on the “proposed feminine exodus to
the north.” Mrs. Berry was the wife of one of
the lucky prospectors who had been in the
Yukon when George Carmack had first found
gold, and the Berrys had a rich claim on Eldo-
rado. Ethel had gone North with her husband
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in 1897 on a wedding trip. She first advised
Leonard’s female readers “to stay away, of
course. It is no place for a woman. I mean for
a woman alone, one who goes to make a living
or a fortune.”'" But Mrs. Berry added that the
trip and life in the Klondike would be better for
aman if he had a woman with him.

Harris proffered advice from Mrs. Eli Gage,
the daughter-in-law of the United States Sec-
retary of the Treasury. Her husband was “promi-
nently connected” with the North American
Transportation and Trading Company, and
Harris was quick to point out that Mrs. Gage
was travelling North in some style, but her
accommodations were “still far from being sug-
gestive of the winter luxury of the elegantly
appointed home in Chicago that [she] aban-
doned to share with her pioneer husband the
rigours of the close season in the polar climate
of Dawson City.”!* Mrs. Gage's advice to women
who contemplated a journey to the Klondike
was that “they must make up their minds that
they are going to live in a primitive way, and
be prepared to endure hardships incident to the
new Arctic country.”!

Despite published warnings, women were
generally ill-informed, and sometimes posi-
tively ignorant about the Yukon and the gold
fields. One New York woman told Erastus
Brainerd, an official of the Seattle Chamber of
Commerce, that she was off to the Klondike,
and then enquired: “Can I walk to the Klondike
or is it too far?"'* Many American women
were surprised to discover that the Klondike
was in Canada and not in the United States. Few
had any real idea about the conditions they
would encounter on the trip, but they were
eager to find their fortunes in the gold fields.
All, however, seemed to realize it was cold
during the winter, and planned their wardrobes
accordingly.

A Klondike outfit not only included cloth-
ing fit for an Arctic journey, but also mining
tools, camping equipment, and cooking uten-
sils, although unless she intended to actively
mine a claim by herself or with a male (or
female) companion, it is unlikely that female
stampeders bothered with the requisite hard-
ware and tools suggested by a number of the
published guides. Canadian law required each
stampeder to bring one year’s supply, or 1150
pounds of solid food with her into the Yukon.'®
What each woman took in the way of food
varied with budget and taste, but there was a
standard list of provisions which varied only
slightly depending on who was offering the
advice. Cost would vary, and outfits purchased

in the United States were subject to Canadian
tariff when the stampeder reached the border
posts on the passes.

In Canada, the T. Eaton Company had a
two-page display in their spring and summer
catalogue for 1898. The catalogue suggested
provisions and groceries for one man for one
year. Since there was no distinction between
the amount of supplies required by women
and men, this list would apply to female stam-
peders as well, although cynics might doubt that
prostitutes and actresses would be subjected to
the requirement. Such a conclusion is proba-
bly based upon the assumption that prosti-
tutes and actresses would be subjected to the
requirement. Such a conclusion is probably
based upon the assumption that prostitutes
and those who worked the dance halls were
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Fig. 2

Ethel Berry depicted in a
travelling costume.
Illustration for “How I
Mined for Gold on the
Klondyke,” The
Examiner, 1 August
1897. All but one of the
five drawings for this
article show Mrs. Berry
wearing short skirts, but
photographs of her at the
family’s claim suggest
she wore conventional
dress even while
panning for gold.




well provided for. They were clearly headed
for the towns and not the creeks, and once they
were installed in their places of business these
women would not want from lack of supplies.
The women who were not engaged in sexually
related commerce however, and who travelled
with family and religious groups, helped carry
their necessary supplies across the passes.
Ensign Rebecca Ellery of the Salvation Army,
for example, described in her diary how she car-
ried a 70-pound pack just like the men of the
Sally Ann’s Klondike Brigade.!®

Eaton’s list is especially valuable because it
shows contemporary prices.1” The total cost of
the goods listed was $66.68, but the list does
not include mining or camping equipment,
toiletries such as soap, or a first aid kit, or the
cost of packing everything up. Neither, of
course, does the cost reflect any fares or trans-
port of goods, which would have varied
depending upon the route taken. In addition to
the cost of the supplies, a woman had to be pre-
pared to haul this load on her back over the
passes, or pay freight costs for a packer to carry
it for her at 40 or 50 cents per pound.

For foodstuffs, Eaton’s suggested:

500 Ibs  flour $12.00
200 lbs bacon 19.00
75 lbs  sugar 3.00
10 lbs  coffee 3.00
10 lbs tea 2.50
10 lbs  baking powder 1.00
12 lbs  soap 40
3 doz. yeastcakes 1.44
1 b mustard 40
25 lbs  candles 2.50
100 lbs  beans 1.67
10 lbs  barley .25
10 lbs  split peas .25
25 lbs  rice 1.05
15 lbs  evaporated apples 1.43
12 lbs  evaporated vegetables  2.16
1 doz. beef extract $3.00
1 doz. condensed milk 1.50
5 tins assorted soup 3.00
20 lbs  salt .20
1 1b. pepper 15
50 lbs  rolled oats 1.04
20 lbs  cornmeal .29
21 lbs  bakingsoda .63
1/2 gal.  lime juice 2.49
5 boxes matches .50
10 lbs prunes .63
20 lbs  evaporated apricots 2.20

Based upon her experience in Alaska, Annie
Hall Strong offered some “Hints to Women” in

the Skaguay News about outfits. Since this list
appeared in a Skagway newspaper, it would
have little value to those planning the trip, but
presumably small changes in the outfit could
be made before travelling beyond the coast.
Strong included some comments about foods.
She called evaporated eggs a failure, and she
condemned the use of saccharine as a substi-
tute for sugar. “Take plenty of sugar,” she wrote,
“one craves it.”® Annie Strong also suggested
the outfit contain some butter, 100 pounds of
rolled oats instead of 50, lemonade tablets
instead of lime juice, and both white and pink
beans for variety.

The clothing list paid careful attention to
footwear (Mrs. Strong was adamant that the
stampeder be careful that footwear fit well,
and not be too large). But for some reason she
neglected to include a fur wrap, parka, or heavy
winter coat. Nor does she mention any house-
keeping, mending, or toilet articles. Strong’s list
suggested:

1 pair house slippers
1 pair knitted slippers
1 pair heavy solid walking shoes
1 pair arctics [presumably boots]
1 pair felt boots

1 pair German socks

1 pair heavy gum boots

1 pair ice creepers

3 pair heavy all-wool stockings

3 pair summer stockings

1 good dress

1 suit of heavy mackinaw, waist and bloomers
1 summer suit, waist and bloomers

2 short skirts of duck or denim, to wear over
bloomers

suits winter underwear

suits summer underwear

chamois undervest

long sack nightdress made of eiderdown or
flannel

cotton nightdress

pair Arctic mittens

pair heavy wool gloves

cap

Arctic hood

hat with brim broad enough to hold the
mosquito netting away from the face

1 summer dress

3 aprons

2 wrappers

2 shirt waists

Snow glasses

Some sort of gloves for summer wear, to
protect the hands from mosquitoes

= WwWw
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The list of bedding included one piece of
canvas, five feet by fourteen feet, one rubber
blanket, three or four all-wool blankets, and one
feather pillow. In contrast to Annie Strong’s sim-
ple bedding were the sleeping bags designed
especially for the Victorian Order Nurses
(VON) who travelled north along the Stikine,
British Columbia, trail with the Yukon Field
Force a year later. These elaborate sleeping
bags were made of canvas, lined with flannel
and interlined with eiderdown. In Toronto,
The Globe article of 19 April 1898 that described
the nurses’s outfits explained that “in shape they
[were] not unlike a big old-fashioned bolster
case, only that they button[ed] halfway down
the length. With each bag [was] a hood of the
same materials, and this [was] fastened across
the face, so that the eyes and mouth were left
uncovered.”1?

Annie Strong’s outfit was similar to the one
recommended by organizers of the Women’s
Klondike Expedition, a group organized by
a Chicago lawyer, Mrs. Sarah Wright Mac-
Dannald. The New York Times reported rather
facetiously that the group would not be all
wearing bloomers of the same colour “like a
Zouave brigade.” Each individual member
could exercise personal taste in her selection.?°
A later New York Times item about Mac-
Dannald’s group is more enlightening still, for
it also provides an estimate of cost and weight
of personal equipment required on the journey.
These included: one pair of heavy wool blan-
kets (10 lbs, $6.00), one oilskin or waterproof
blanket (7 1bs, $3.00), one waterproof coat and
hat (8 1bs, $3.00), one small pillow (1 1b., $1.00),
two pairs heavy gloves (1 lb., $4.00), three suits
of heavy wool underwear (7 lbs, $7.00), three
suits of summer underwear (2 lbs, $3.00), one
serge dress (1 1b., $3.00), and three shirt waists
for summer (1 1lb., $1.50). In addition, the
women of the expedition were to take two cor-
duroy or woollen dresses lined throughout
with flannel, and with skirt above the ankle; a
Hunter’s or Norfolk jacket, bloomers or knicker-
bockers, together weighing 20 lbs. at a cost of
$20.00. They needed two pairs of heavy boots
with broad soles and low heels, a fur coat, cap
and leggings — value $20.00 and weight of
20 lbs. Finally, two pairs of heavy moccasins,
two wet weather moccasins, one sleeping bag,
one heavy travelling rug, one pair dark sun
glasses, two blanket wrappers or night robes,
three muslin rappers or night robes for summer,
a case of toilet articles, needles and sewing
needs, four pairs of knitted woollen hose and
four pairs of heavy lisle-thread hose for sum-

mer. These last items were estimated at 35 lbs
but there was no cost given.?! As suggested in
The Examiner of July of 1897 when it ran an
outfit list for women, it was “astonishing how
little people [could] comfortably get along with
when they [tried].”??

Outfitters seldom advertised special Klondike
garments for women, although John E. Kelly,
the “Seattle Underwear Dealer,” and O. W.
Peterson and Brothers of the same city adver-
tised undergarments for Klondike wear for
both sexes. Peterson Brothers also advertised
first quality Alaska wool shirts for ladies (at one
dollar each) and pure wool “sanitary” shirts and
drawers (at seventy-five cents each).® It is pos-
sible these were small men’s sizes and not
clothing made especially for women, for as
Ella Hall and her sister discovered when they
arrived in Seattle on 7 April 1898, women

Fig. 3

Advertisement for O. W.
Peterson, Klondike
Outfitters, Seattle Daily
Times, 23 March 1898, 8.

We
You

Klondike Outfit

for less money than elsewhere.

only 85 a pair.

Extra large size 11-1b. weight gray wool Alaska blankets

Men's Heavy Wool Sanitary Bhirts
and Drawers, $1 vglue, only 75¢c each.

Men's Pure Wool Extra Heavy Vi.
cuna Alaska Shirts and Drawers, none
better made, cheap at $1.50, only $1.25
each.

Ladles’ Finest Quality Alaska Wool
Shirts and Drawers, $1.35 value, only
$1 each.

Ladies’ Ieavy Pure Wool Sanitary
Shirts and Drawers, only 75¢c each.

Men's Heavy Pure Klondlke Bocks,
25¢, 30c, B¢ a pair.

Men's Woo! Mitts, 10¢c, 25¢, 40c, 50c a

alr,
pMe.n'sw Heavy Fur Mitts, with Gaunt-
lets, Horase llide Palms, splendid for

extreme cold weather, only $1.50 each.

Men's California Blue Flannel Over-
alirts, aplendidly made, $1, $1,25, $§1.50,
33 each.

Men's Heavy German Socks, 75c, $1.15
o palr.c3"

Men's Heaviest and Best Quallty
Made Mackinaw 8uits, 39 und 310 a sult.

The Prospector’a Delight—Absolutely
TWater and Wind Proof Klondike Coat,
Mackinaw Lined; to see it 1a to byy It,
§7 each.

Men's Klondlke Leather Caps, Mack-
inaw Lined, only $1 each.

Men's Wide-Rim, Never-Flop Klon-
dlke Hats, 3L60, $2.50, $3 each,

We carry without doubt the most complets line of
Miners' and Prospectors’ Heavy Shoes, MOOSEHIDE

WEAR IN THE CITY.

ALASKA FOOT-

and Rnwhjde Snow Packs, Ice Creepers and Rubber Footweur,

Sce us before buying your autfit.

i

O.W. PETERSON & BRO. -

206-208 PIKE STREET.
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Fig. 4

Mary Hitchcock and
Edith Van Buren in their
tent at Dawson, 1898.
From Two Women in the
Klondike. (New York and
London: G. P. Putnam's
Sons, 1899)

“had a difficult time buying an outfit, as the
outfitters told [them] that [they] must have fur
suits, chamois vests, German socks, and moc-
casins; as they didn't keep ladies garments,

[they] had to sell us men’s.”**

Men’s outfits included dungarees, mining
coats designed with storm collars and heavy
linings, and Klondike shirts made of heavy
woven or knitted wools. Nellie Cashman,
already a veteran prospector when she went to
the Klondike, told the Victoria Daily Colonist
that her costume for mining was much the
same as for men — long heavy trousers and
rubber boots. The experienced Cashman sug-
gested that skirts were not practical, but when
she met with strangers she wore a long rubber
coat, pwsumdl)l\ to provide some sense of
respectability.?®

Edith Van Buren and Mary Hitchcock had
more creative clothing designed and made for
their trip north. They have been described as
“big women” with “much embonpoint,”?® so
it must have been some sight to see them
dressed in blue and white knitted jerseys worn
over corsets that were tightly laced. The women

wore holsters containing large revolvers hang-
ing from leather belts, blue serge knickers,
short rubber boots and wide brimmed Stetson
hats.?”

The nurses of the VON had special cos-
tumes prepared for their adventure as well. At
a send-off their new uniforms were displayed
and received much attention from those present.
On a mannequin was “exhibited a sample of
their neat brown duck suits made with a short
skirt with bloomers and gaiters in the style of
a natty bicycle suit whic h they will wear when
they walk these long, long 150 miles over
mountain and swamp,?® explained The Globe.
Another figure displayed waterproof suits and
tarpaulin hats. A third model wore a winter suit
of heavy blue blanket, with large hood, lined
with quilted silk. This was indeed a fashion
statement, and quite a radical one at that, con-
sidering only three years before the Toronto
newspapers had ridiculed female bicycle rid-
ers who had appeared in public in bifurcated
garments. There was no comment later, how-
ever, as to how such a uniform was received in
the Klondike creek settlements where the VON
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acted as public health nurses, or in Dawson
where they worked at public hospitals and as
private care nurses.

Mrs. ]. . McKay’s travelling clothes were less
spectacular. She told readers of The Examiner
that she wore no corsets during the whole trip
but had on two suits of flannel underwear,
woollen stockings, a brown flannel dress, ordi-
nary walking shoes and a cap. Mrs. McKay
added a broad-brimmed hat when the sun was
shining.?® A month before Mrs. McKay's reve-
lation appeared, The Examiner had printed an
illustration depicting the special Arctic costume
of Alice Rollins Crane, a self-styled anthro-
pologist who claimed to be on assignment from
the Smithsonian Institution. In short skirts and
snowshoes, carrying a rifle, and pulling a sled,
Mrs. Crane appeared ready to take on the North.
A photograph of Mrs. Crane taken after her
arrival in the Yukon shows a much longer skirt,
and lacks the frontier image so evident in the
newspaper rendition.

Ernest Ingersoll advised in one of the early
guides that the “new woman can straddle
Chilkoot Pass in bloomers if they like, but in
the chaste and refined society circles of Daw-
son and Cudahy, skirts are en régle — even if de
trop.”3? There was reason for this declaration,
because another of the commercial guides
reported that Captain Constantine of the North
West Mounted Police was not very tolerant of
women wearing bloomers or trousers of any
kind, but that it would probably not be long
before he would be enlightened by the “new
women’ and the “bloomer girls.”3! Whether or
not the “society” of Dawson or Cudahy was
refined may be open to argument, but what is
evident from photographs and written descrip-
tions is that women in domestic employment
or engaged in business wore “correct” if mod-
ified dress. They had tried to make some adjust-
ment for the terrain and the climate within the
bounds set by custom of the period, but not
always successfully. Rebecca Ellery confessed
to her diary that the outfits she and Emma
Aiken had worn to the Klondike were the most
foolish she had ever seen, and they were able
to wear the same kind of clothing as anywhere
else except in winter when they had to “bun-
dle up.” She added she had not “a thing fit to
put on except what [she] brought on [her] own.”

Despite the comparative isolation of Daw-
son, however, women were not cut off from
fashion, nor from the desire to conform to the
fashion of the day. Fashion papers may have
arrived a few months old, but along with new-
comers to the city, they brought news of the lat-
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est couture from the south.*? The cynic might
suggest that it was the dance hall queens and
harlots who were concerned most with fashion
and what the Dawson Daily News called “other
tricks for covering nature’s defects.”* But there
is no reason to believe that an interest in fash-
ionable attire was restricted to female enter-
tainers, or that prevailing customs were the
concern solely of what passed for the upper ech-
elons of Dawson society. It would be fairer to
assume that all the women in Dawson cared
about how they appeared in public, and how
they appeared to the public. The difference
was that some wanted to appear conventional
while others wanted to be distinctive.

An article on Klondike clothing in a special
edition of The Klondike Nugget addressed the
issue of short skirts in Dawson, and sums up
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Fig. 5

Mrs. J. ]. McKay of
Seattle. The Examiner,
20 February 1898.

Mrs. McKay told the
newspaper'’s readers
that she had been
comfortable throughout
her trip. Corsets were not
worn, but two sets of
flannel underwear were.
She donned woollen
stockings and a brown
dress with a medium
short skirt.




Fig. 6
Alice Rollins Crane in

her “Alaskan costume.”

The Examiner,
19 January 1898,
front page.
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the apparent result of careful planning and
special outfits. It seems that

a number of ladies who reached Dawson in
1897 and 1898 found themselves in very much
of a predicament. Following the advice of
newspaper correspondents they had fitted
themselves but very nicely with knee high
dresses and neat half-boots in red or black. On
the trail they patted themselves on theback for
they were undoubtedly a great convenience.
But imagine their chagrin upon making for the
first time a tour of the populous streets of
Dawson to find themselves the only ladies out
of many others, wearing short skirts. There
being no bicycles in Dawson, the sight of short
skirts is much rarer than even the streets of
Seattle or Chicago. The writer knows several
ladies who had never even given the conven-
tional bicycle abbreviated skirts the sanction
of their approval, and yet who suddenly found
themselves the observed of all observed from
the awful brevity of their garments. It is need-
less to say, that even at Dawson prices, the
ladies proceeded at once to lay in a stock of
ordinary wear.**

In the Klondike, because of the overwhelm-
ing male population, many women probably
felt the necessity to make a conscious effort to
maintain their femininity, and preserve an
identity they perceived as correct. Conservative
values dictated the behaviour and appearance
of these women although their very presence
in the gold fields illustrated the apparently
new female spirit of adventure. Even those
women who were “new women” viewed their
appearance in light of social etiquette.

From drawings and photographs it at first
appears that women in Dawson wore shorter
skirts than those in the south, and it is known
that some women prepared shorter skirts for
their outfits. This created the illusion that these
women were more liberated than their south-
ern sisters, and caused more than one writer to
comment on the “lack of feminine vanity,” in
the Klondike.?® Yet consider the California
schoolteacher who declared she “would have
died before she would have appeared in them
[sic] horrid skirts.”™® The result of such attitudes
caused Julius Price, the correspondent for
The Ilustrated London News, to comment that
the many smartly-dressed women in Dawson
looked strangely out of keeping with the sur-
roundings,’” which is curious because when
Price actually depicted a woman in Dawson in
his paper, he drew her wearing a calf length
skirt. Whether this was just wishful thinking
on Price’s part, or simply part of the effort to
glamourize the whole adventure, is unclear
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and marks women’s dress, like the assump-
tion that all the women in Dawson were pros-
titutes, as yet another contrast between the
myth and reality of the gold rush itself.

[t seems more likely that in Dawson skirts
were simply pinned up to prevent hems being
caked in muck from the quagmire of Dawson
streets, or that if women wore bifurcated gar-
ments of any kind in public, they wore them
hidden by voluminous skirts. If they were so
bold as to wear trousers it was out on lonely

creeks or in the privacy of their own cabins. But
it is significant that more than one woman
recorded she did not change her way of dress
in any particular way once she realized it
was not necessary,’® suggesting that no matter
how liberating the gold rush situation may
have appeared, whatever women wore to the
Klondike, when they finally got there, the con-
servative clothing of the south was proper attire
on the northern frontier.

Material History Review 37 (Spring 1993) / Revue d’histoire de la culture matérielle 37 (printemps 1993)

28

Fig. 7

Alice Rollins Crane and
how she actually dressed
in the Yukon during the
gold rush. The skirts

are a little long than
The Examiner drawing
suggests, and the
“frontier” quality is now
lacking. (Courtesy
Smithsonian Institution,
neg. 800#0247, photo lot
82-3 ACT37-470)
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