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Historical Background

News of the Klondike Gold Rush spread in July 
1897 across North America and beyond at a tremendous 
pace. Among the first to learn of the discovery were 
the residents of Seattle, Washington where the first of 
many ocean steamships returned laden with gold and 
successful gold miners. The business community across 
the Pacific Northwest scrambled to equip the men and 
women setting out to seek their own fortunes in the 
Yukon gold fields but also to bring business to the un-
populated northern wilderness of Alaska and the Yukon. 
Among those were people like successful Seattle busi-
nessman Albert J. Goddard. Mr. Goddard, originally 
from Iowa, had been managing a thriving metal foundry 
business for several years in the Fremont area of Seattle, 
Washington (Lewis Publishing Co. 1903). The great 
Seattle fire of 1888 destroyed all of the metal foundry 
businesses except for Mr. Goddard’s foundry, the Pacific 
Iron Works. At the time when gold was discovered in 
the Klondike region of the Yukon almost 10 years later, 
the Pacific Iron Works was one of the most profitable 
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foundries in the region. 
Although little is recorded about the day-to-day 

business operations of Pacific Iron Works, it is known the 
firm had considerable wealth and steam engineering ex-
pertise. Mr. Goddard was in an excellent position to look 
north at the business opportunities that rapidly emerged 
along the Yukon River system. Already, thousands of 
people headed to the “Klondike” by coastal steamer to 
St. Michael near the mouth of the Yukon River and then 
loaded up on the few river steamboats headed upriver to 
Dawson City. This all-water route was long, expensive, 
and unforgiving for some who were lost at sea during the 
frequent storms in the Pacific Northwest. 

Albert Goddard and his wife Clara took on the 
challenge of moving two small San Francisco built 
steam powered vessels into the Yukon River system via 
a shorter but more difficult route (Figure 1). Many of 
the thousands of gold seekers took steamers to South-
eastern Alaska, and then trekked overland into the 
headwater of the Yukon River system, and from there 
traveled on the river downstream to the Dawson gold 
fields. The ports of Dyea and Skagway, Alaska were the 
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News of a Klondike Gold Rush in the Canadian Northwest brought people from Canada, the United States and other 
parts of the world. Among those seeking fortunes in raw gold were those with an adventurous entrepreneurial spirit. In 
the spring of 1898, Mr. Albert J. Goddard, his wife Clara and others of Seattle, Washington transported two dismantled 
iron steamboats over the White Pass to Bennett Lake, British Columbia. This paper briefly describes the history of the 
vessel, A.J. Goddard, it’s sinking in Lake Laberge, Yukon in 1901, its discovery, and first archaeological survey of the 
wreck in 2008 and 2009.
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staging points prior to hauling supplies and equipment 
over the now infamous Chilkoot Pass (Dyea) and the 
lesser known White Pass (Skagway). The ocean voyage 
to SE Alaska was much shorter and safer but the physi-
cal barrier of the St. Elias Mountains along the border 
between Canada and the U.S. was a huge obstacle to 
many. Traveling this route brought many hardships 
upon those who wanted to reach the Klondike; many 
did not succeed. While others who took the longer route 
found themselves frozen in with their steam boats on 
the lower Yukon River during the winter of 1897-1898, 
people like Mr. Goddard were strategically expediting 
and staging of all their materials, goods and supplies 
so they were ready to transport through the difficult 
mountains passes to Bennett, British Columbia early in 
1898. Despite the unforgiving terrain and the long, cold 
winter, by March, 1898 Mr. Goddard, his wife Clara 
and his business partners moved the many tons of tools, 
sheet iron, rivets, steam engines and boilers across the 
now well established winter wagon road, the White Pass 
Trail, to the lake head at Bennett, British Columbia 
(Marion 1930; Nuefeld 1996). That spring, Bennett was 
a bustling frontier tent community of thousands of men 
and woman hastily building watercraft, including scows, 
barges and sternwheelers of all shapes and sizes. Upon 
arrival in Bennett, Mr. Goddard established the “Upper 
Yukon Company”, and over the course of many weeks 

Goddard’s skilled workers fabricated two 50 
ft. riveted hulled steamers on the shores of 
Bennett Lake. The first known photograph 
(Figure 2) of one of these small sternwheel-
ers, A.J. Goddard reveals in detail the work in 
progress while evidence of solid lake ice in the 
background shows they were still probably 
several days away from sailing. Like so many 
of the others seeking fortune, the prime busi-
ness opportunity depended on completing the 
vessel by the time the lake ice melted away. 

The Upper Yukon River system con-
sists of a series of four large interconnected 
headwater lakes extending over 243 km from 
Bennett, British Columbia through to Tagish 
Lake, Marsh Lake and to the downstream 
end of Lake Laberge. It is another 550 km to 
Dawson City from this point. The waterway 
is navigatable in both directions except for 
the short sections at Miles Canyon and the 
Whitehorse Rapids. Here, only experienced 
river boatman and skilled pilots were able to 
run the nearly 5 km long gauntlet of swift 

white water and rapids. It was impossible for a vessel to 
make the return trip upstream through the Rapids or 
the Canyon.

A newspaper article written 31 May 1898 de-
scribes A.J. Goddard’s trial run between Bennett and 
the narrows at Caribou Crossing (now called Carcross). 
No doubt they were waiting for the rest of the head-
water lakes to become free of ice (The San Francisco 
Call, 1898). Having received its Canadian registration 
papers (Easton 1987), A.J. Goddard is reported to have 
departed Bennett for the last time on 2 June 1898. Over 
the course of many days, the vessel navigated the major-
ity of the headwater lakes and reached the small landing 
of Canyon City, just upstream of the Miles Canyon/
Whitehorse Rapids section. The vessel proceeded under 
its own power down these difficult waters and succeeded 
in becoming one of the first of only a few sternwheelers 
to accomplish this passage. A.J. Goddard continued on 
its way through to Lake Laberge, down the Thirty Mile 
River, and on to the lower section of the Yukon River, 
arriving in Dawson City June 20th to much fan fare. 
The ship is remembered as the first of several sternwheel-
ers to navigate the Upper Yukon River from Bennett to 
Dawson City in 1898. A short time later, it made the 
return trip upstream to the lower end of the Whitehorse 
Rapids before any other sternwheeler. Clara Goddard, 
Albert’s wife, was with him throughout and later was 

Figure 1: Map oF the yukon territory (adapted By j. pollack FroM the 
atlas oF canada, natural resources canada, ottawa).
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honoured as being the first woman river boat pilot on 
the Upper Yukon River.

From this point on little is known about A.J. 
Goddard’s activities. The Upper Yukon Company sold 
out all its interests in 1899 to a competing company, 
the Canadian Development Company (CDC). Less 
than two years later, the CDC merged with the White 
Pass and Yukon Route (WPYR). There is no indication 
A.J. Goddard was ever recognized as being a part of the 
WPYR assets.

In the late fall of 1901, A.J. Goddard made one 
final trip back to Whitehorse. On board were Capt. 
MacDonald, cook Fay Ransom, fireman John Thompson, 
Engineer Stockfeldt and passenger C.P. Snyder (The 
Daily Klondike Nugget 1901). Lake Laberge is known 
for its intense and sometimes dangerous wind storms. 
On October 11 A.J. Goddard entered the lake with 
a large barge in tow. The crew likely hoped to make 
Whitehorse by the end of the day. The newspaper ac-
count reports they encountered the “worst storm of the 
year”. A. J. Goddard was reported to have lost its tow 
and was compelled to keep its bow into the now intense 
wind. Despite the best efforts A. J. Goddard lost steam 

power, began to take on water, and the boiler fires were 
extinguished. It sank to the lake bottom with the loss 
of three crew: Capt. MacDonald, the cook, Ransom 
and the fireman, Thompson. Mr. Stockfeldt and C.P. 
Snyder were fortunate enough to be rescued by a local 
trapper after a long period of drifting in extremely cold 
water while hanging on to the detached wheelhouse. 
No further details or accounts are given of the sink-
ing. The bodies of the three dead crew were recovered 
the following spring and summer near Lower Laberge 
(Dawson Daily News 1902) and eventually buried near 
the North-West Mounted Police Post at this location 
(North-West Mounted Police Annual Report. Sessional 
Paper No. 28. 1903:31.). 

There are few photographs and little documenta-
tion of A.J. Goddard or its sister ship F.H. Kilbourne. The 
photographic record indicates A. J. Goddard pilothouse 
was lifted to a higher position some time after it was 
built in Bennett, and a tall towpost amidships, may have 
been removed later in the ship’s career. 

The memory of A.J. Goddard and its role in the 
Klondike Gold Rush surfaced occasionally in later years. 
Most notably was its joyful reappearance as a parade float 

Figure 2: historic iMage oF A.J. Goddard and Mrs. clara goddard, on lake Bennett, May 1898 (candy waugaMan col-
lection, klondike gold rush national historic park, national parks service, u.s. departMent oF the interior.).



186 Advisory Council on Underwater Archaeology

in the 1929 Sourdough Stampede Association gathering 
in Seattle, Washington (Lewis Publishing Co. 1930). 
In July, 1953, Clara Goddard passed away (Seattle Post 
1953), while Albert J. Goddard died in 1958 (City of 
Seattle 2005). It is noted in a government document 
(Speirs 1974) that Albert and Clara Goddard’s daughter 
(name unknown) made her way to the Yukon in 1954 
, was flown out to the wreck site by a local pilot, Bud 
Harbottle, and dropped a memorial plaque at or near 
the wreck site. 

Study Area

Lake Laberge is located approximately 40 km 
north of the city of Whitehorse and is the last of the 
large headwater lakes making up a significant portion 
of the Upper Yukon River watershed. Lake Laberge is 
48 km long, 4.2 km at its widest point, has an average 
depth of 54 m and a surface area of 201 km2 (Carmack 
1987). The A.J. Goddard wreck site is located approxi-
mately 3 km due south of Lower Laberge, a historical 
encampment located at the (northern) outlet of the lake. 
Depth ranges between 11 and 15 m depending on the 
time of year. The A.J. Goddard wreck is located on a 
nearly flat smooth mud bottom orientated with the bow 
towards the eastern shore of Lake Laberge. The immedi-
ate area is mostly isolated and development is limited to 
historical cabins and other structures at Goddard Point 
and at Lower Laberge. The wreck of Vidette is a short 
distance away. Lake Laberge is also within the traditional 
territory of the Ta’an Kwäch’än and Kwanlin Dün First 
Nations. 

Previous Research

Pollack et al. (2009a) provides an overview of the 
history along with the remains of stern wheel steamboats 
of the Yukon River drainage. A.J. Goddard has received 
occasional mention in several books featuring the stern-
wheelers that operated on the Yukon River, and a point 
of land along the NE shore of Lake Laberge is named 
Goddard Point. All secondary references to the sinking 
of A.J. Goddard place the wreck site near this location. 
It was reported the wreck “can still be seen on a clear 
day beneath the waters of Lake Laberge” (Berton 1958; 
Speirs 1974). Waddell (1979) identified A. J. Goddard 
as one of the vessels of interest during a Parks Canada 
underwater survey at key locations of the headwaters 
and Lake Laberge. In 1986, further work was carried 
out near Goddard Point using conventional bottom 

profiling sonar equipment but with no success (Easton 
1987). Again in 1997, a further attempt was made to 
locate A. J. Goddard using side scan sonar technology. 
A target was detected but could not be accurately pin-
pointed. 

The 2008 Discovery and Identification

The Institute of Nautical Archaeology (INA) 
Yukon River Survey Project revisited A. J. Goddard Point 
area of Lake Laberge in June 2008 while conducting other 
field work. While testing side scan equipment, a very 
promising lake bottom sonar target was detected using 
a conventional depth sounder (Pollack, et al, 2009b). 
Accurate coordinates of the target were obtained, and in 
July of the same year, Davidge investigated the sonar tar-
get using a small underwater drop camera. A follow-up 
visit in August 2008 with a remotely operated vehicle was 
able to unequivocally identify the target as the remains 
of A.J. Goddard. The findings of the underwater video 
surveys were relayed directly to the Yukon Government 
Heritage Branch and other team members of the Yukon 
River Survey. 

The 2009 Field Season

The 2009 INA dive team included John Pollack, 
Doug Davidge, Jim Delgado, Donnie Reid, and Lindsey 
Thomas. The Yukon Government was represented by 
Tim Dowd, the Operations Officer of the Heritage Sites 
Branch. Two riverboats and a freighter canoe were used 
to transport camp gear and forty dive tanks to set up a 
wilderness camp approximately thirty kilometres from 
the road. The team dove on the wreck in 3oC water in 
early June, only one day after the ice had broken up on 
the northern end of the lake. A.J. Goddard lies upright 
and canted slightly to starboard in 9 to 11 m of depth 
and approximately 200 meters offshore. Reports of the 
loss mentioned the ship was towing a scow or barge at 
the time of the accident. It is not clear whether the barge 
sank as surveys failed to locate the barge in the immedi-
ate vicinity of the shipwreck.

The vessel was remarkably intact; all components 
of A.J. Goddard were present with the exception of the 
small pilothouse, stack and ship’s wheel. Very little dam-
age was visible. The ship was built with a riveted steel 
hull displaying a spoon bow, five pairs of tubular steel 
hog posts, and diagonal hog chains utilized in an “X” 
pattern. Each set of hog posts was joined at the top with 
a cross-member running athwartships. The vessel has 
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no “sides.” It was open except for canvas curtains that 
provided passengers with modest protection from the 
elements and a lightly-constructed wooden upper deck 
was supported by the hog posts. 

A large steam winch dominated the bow (Figure 
3), and aft of this machinery, the main deck displayed 
ten hatches arranged in five sets of two. Two sets of 
hatches were located forward of the boiler, and a store 
of firewood was still visible below the main deck. The 
remaining three sets of hatches aft of the boiler did not 
contain cargo or firewood except for a single empty crate. 
There may be another set of large hatches immediately 
forward of the transom, but the collapse of the splash 
guard for the paddle wheel has obscured this area with 
debris. None of the ten accessible hatches had covers, 
suggesting they were not secured. It is suspected the 
hatches were washed away as the vessel foundered, and 
this oversight may have contributed to the demise of the 
ship in 1901. Two axes lie on the deck near the bow of 
the ship and suggest the crew struggled to cut away the 
barge as the ship began to founder. 

Within the hull, riveted iron truss-built, longi-
tudinal bulkheads (e.g. girders) were observed below 
the main deck and outboard of the hatches on both 
sides of the vessel. The confined, small hatches did not 

allow divers to determine if the hull was constructed 
with transverse, water-tight bulkheads, but considering 
the number of hatches observed on A.J. Goddard, this 
feature is likely. 

Two horizontal high-pressure engines, pitmans, 
eccentrics, and paddlewheel were intact and complete. 
An engineer’s station with control lever was located aft 
of a small, horizontal water tube boiler. The vessel had a 
small, simple paddle wheel and three steel rudders; the 
tillers entered the hull below the level of the main deck. 
The steam intake and exhaust pipes connecting the 
cylinders ran athwartship over the top of the hog posts. 
This arrangement is a unique configuration not seen on 
larger vessels on which the pipes are located below the 
main deck. No feed or bilge pumps were observed on 
deck, however there was a hose on the starboard side 
of the boiler, and running over-side. The port side door 
of the boiler was open, and the firebox is filled with 
unburned wood. 

  There is no evidence that A.J. Goddard carried a 
cargo or mercantile goods when it sank, although the fate 
and contents of the barge are unknown. Nonetheless, the 
ship contained a modest collection of material culture 
including tools, cooking utensils, and personal goods. 
These artifacts lie within 25 m of the ship suggesting 

Figure 3: winch on the Bow oF A.J. Goddard in june 2009 (donnie reid, ocean photography).
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it sank very quickly. Wood-working and blacksmith-
ing tools, observed on the site, were carried to repair 
breakdowns. A small forge and anvil are on board along 
with a small workbench with machine vice. A pair of 
blacksmith tongs lies to 7 m +/- to starboard, and an 
assemblage of auger bits, saws, wrenches and other tools 
has spilled down the rail on the port side of the ship, and 
now lie concreted on the lake bottom. In addition to the 
two axes found on the foredeck, there is a shovel and axe 
on the bottom immediately to port of the boiler, and a 
fourth (double-bitted) axe 8 m +/- from the wreck on 
the starboard side of the vessel.

Bottles, pots, dishes, and assorted cooking gear lay 
scattered around the wreck, with the main concentration 
of enamelled-ware on the starboard side, roughly 10 m 
to starboard of the paddle wheel. Eight to ten bottles 
typical of the period were noted including an ink bottle. 
A small pitcher was found on the lake bottom below the 
rail on the port side. Likewise, the long bones of a large 
mammal were found adjacent to the ship, suggesting 
fresh meat was on board. 

Ship’s artifacts include steam gauges, a small 
navigation light lying on the aft port rail, and the steam 
whistle and safety valve attached to piping now lying 
on lake bottom. Remnants of the canvas side curtains 
are scattered around the ship along with planking from 
the upper deck. Artifacts associated with the crew in-
clude two boots, presumably picked off when the crew 
members went into the water, and possible remains of 
a coat. 

Field work in June 2009 consisted of a photo 
inventory of the vessel and its artifacts, and a search of 
a 6 hectare area to the immediate north of the wreck. A 
baseline survey of the vessel was conducted by Pollack 
and Thomas and later drawn by John MacKay (Figure 4). 
PDFs including the isometric, a plan view, and exterior 
elevations are available on the internet from MacKay and 
Pollack (2010). No artifacts were raised or removed from 
the site; this detailed work will be conducted in 2010. 
Likewise, administrative actions are being taken by the 
Yukon Government, to protect the wreck via Historic 
Site Designation and registration with the Receiver of 
Wreck. 

Discussion and Conclusions

A.J. Goddard is a significant find on several counts. 
First, it is one of the iconic vessels of the Klondike Gold 
Rush; a small nineteenth century pioneering stern-
wheeler, prefabricated on short notice on the West Coast 

of the United States of America, and transported with 
great effort over a major mountain range into the remote 
headwaters of one of the greatest rivers of the world. It 
was assembled in the winter, and launched with over 
7,000 scows, rafts, and other vessels during the spring 
thaw, when the mass of “stampeders” left Lake Bennett 
over a 48 hour period, and headed northward to the 
fabled gold fields of Dawson City. It was the first com-
mon carrier to arrive in Dawson City from upstream in 
1898, and its discovery, intact in shallow water 108 years 
later, is remarkable. 

Second, the vessel’s design is as novel as its his-
tory. Small, prefabricated vessels were readily available in 
the late nineteenth century (Marine Iron Works 1902), 
however to date, no similar vessel has survived in North 
America. The two, slide-valve, high pressure horizontal 
engines had a 14 cm bore and 50.8 cm stroke and the 
paddle wheel was only 2.2 m diameter. The hull, frames, 
rudders, and longitudinal bulkheads are constructed of 
riveted iron, and the only wood on this vessel was in 
the pilot house and deck roof. There are seven known 
examples of large iron-or composite hulled stern wheel 
steamboats elsewhere in western Canada. The hulls 
of these ships are meausured 43-62 m in length, and 
their construction was carefully planned. The 15.2 m 
Goddard, however, appears to have been assembled with 
available components, some of which are appropriately 
sized (e.g. the water tube boiler and engines) whereas 
the steam windlass is oversized. It is possible the builder, 
who owned a large iron works, took an existing hull and 
machinery and added available components that could 
be modified and shipped north in a matter of weeks. 
One surprising discovery was the small, water tube 
boiler similar to a Roberts design, with a mere 1.1 x 1.5 
m footprint. All boilers noted to date in the Yukon, are 
fire tube models of either locomotive, fire box or flue de-
signs; To date A.J. Goddard’s boiler is unique in western 
Canada. 

Third, the functionality of A.J. Goddard differs 
markedly from the larger, iron hulled vessels. The vessel 
was well suited as a short haul vessel and towboat, and 
early photos show a high tow post amidships to allow 
the ship to tow a string of scows and rafts aft. This post 
was not obsered on the wreck in 2009. It may have been 
removed once the ship began to work below Whitehorse, 
where the swift, confined channels of the Thirty Mile 
River forced sternwheel steamboats to push, not tow, 
barges. There is a unique pattern of hog chains and 
hog posts used to stiffen the hull, and both the steam 
intake and exhaust pipes for the slide-valve engines, run 
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Figure 4: isoMetric view oF A.J. Goddard (drawn By john Mackay 
Based on a survey By pollack and thoMas).
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athwart ships at the top of the hog chains for easy ac-
cess. The numerous hatches provided some below deck 
storage, but the small depth of hull (>0.9 m) required 
positioning of most mechanical systems above deck to 
facilitate easy access for maintenance and repair. 

While the ship displayed certain advanced design 
features, it was not well suited for longer voyages. A.J. 
Goddard would have been a crowded ship when fully 
loaded, with firewood covering the windlass and jammed 
into the forward holds, and men and women sitting 
shoulder-to-shoulder with freight piled amidships. These 
conditions are apparent in the historic Lake Bennett 
photos where short hauls were the rule. Multiday runs 
between Whitehorse and Dawson City would have been 
difficult to endure if such conditions prevailed, and it is 
likely A. J. Goddard was one of the least desirable ships 
on which to book a passage, given the presence of larger 
vessels with proper berths. Hence it is not surprising that 
only crew were aboard A. J. Goddard at the time of the 
accident; she was not designed for passenger service. 

The artifacts found on this site are not numerous 
but they represent the first intact example of a gold rush 
era steamboat’s material culture. Even with a small crew, 
life on an open vessel without staterooms must have 
been uncomfortable; it would have been akin to camp-
ing out. The ice free navigation season on the Yukon 
River is less than five months long, and the fall season 
held many perils due to falling water levels, along with 
a river in which moving brash ice obscured both rocks 
and shallows. The small pilot house would have afforded 
some protection for the captain, but the crew had no 
shelter except a wooden roof and canvas curtains. The 
crew lived and slept in an exposed situation during the 
three-day downstream run, and eight day return trip, 
between Whitehorse and Dawson. Rain and snow 
driven by wind would have penetrated all corners of the 
vessel except for the pilothouse. The October storm that 
sank the vessel would have involved temperatures below 
freezing, while icing may have contributed to the loss. 
Axes lying on the foreword deck, and unburned wood 
in the firebox, are evidence of the crew’s frantic efforts to 
save the ship by cutting away the tow, and attempting to 
regain steam pressure. 

The material culture is consistent with a hard life 
on board and two basic priorities. A collection of metal 
and wood-working tools lay scattered around the ves-
sel, and the range of tools, a brace, augers, mallet, black 
smith’s tongs, and similar tools, suggests the first priority 
was to keep underway. The small steam boat even carried 
a hand powered farriers forge along with a workbench 

and machine vice. The engineer could weld and forge 
iron fittings in addition to repairing the usual broken 
paddle wheel spokes and buckets. 

Likewise, feeding the crew was essential both for 
morale and to avoid hypothermia under these exposed 
conditions. The large assemblage of kitchen artifacts, 
including a cook stove, pots, dishes, cups, bottles and 
long bones, indicate that, in spite of their lack of protec-
tion from the elements - the crew’s personal well-being 
was not neglected, and meat was a substantial part on 
the victuals. Small items such as cutlery were missing 
and remain to be located in the debris trail of the wreck. 
There are still many questions about the origin of the 
components of this vessel and its operation. Full docu-
mentation of the material culture, a further search for 
the personal effects of the crew in the debris field, and 
further examination of the construction of the hull, are 
the objectives for the 2010 field season. Even if tents, 
bedding, clothes and documents cannot be located, 
more details will be learned about the construction of, 
and hard life on, a small stern wheel steamboat on the 
Yukon River in the fall of 1901.
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