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Abstract 

Following a successful field season in 2009, during which a basic site plan and 

preliminary artifact catalogue were created, the Yukon River Survey Project returned to the site 

of the A.J. Goddard in June 2010 for a longer field season.  The objectives of the 2010 field 

season were to complete the baseline survey of the wreck site, to create a 3D site plan using the 

Blue View BV5000 multibeam sonar, to locate and record all extant artifacts both on and around 

the boat, and to recover select artifacts for conservation and display at the Yukon Transportation 

Museum.   
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Introduction 

In 2005, John Pollack and Robyn Woodward started the Yukon River Survey Project 

(YRSP).  The team is dedicated to surveying the Yukon River Valley in order to locate, record, 

and raise awareness about the steamboats of the Yukon River and Klondike Gold Rush.  The 

author first became involved in the Yukon River Survey effort in 2009 when the team visited the 

A.J. Goddard for the first time. The 2010 season at the A.J. Goddard site was undertaken as part 

of the author’s thesis research at the Nautical Archaeology Program located at Texas A&M 

University.  A team of 14 volunteers and 4 film-makers returned to the Goddard site for 10 days 

to continue recording the vessel and recover select artifacts for conservation and display at the 

Yukon Transportation Museum in Whitehorse, YT. 

Contributors & Acknowledgements 

 The A.J. Goddard 2010 project was made possible through the support of a number of 

organizations who donated funding, equipment, or in-kind contributions.  Their support is greatly 

appreciated.  The contributors were: 

• Yukon Territorial Government 

• ProMare Inc. 

• Speigel-TV 

• RPM Nautical Foundation 

• BlueView Technologies 

• OceanGate Inc. 

• Center for Maritime Archaeology and Conservation 

• Institute of Nautical Archaeology 

• Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary 

• Individual donors 

Team Members 

The success of the field season and data acquisition was due entirely to the many 

volunteers who took time out of their normal schedules to help with the A.J. Goddard project, 

many of whom paid their own transportation and equipment costs. Research after the field 

project has been greatly assisted by members of Yukon Heritage, Valery Monahan, and Doug 

Davidge. 

• Sean Adams – Volunteer from Vancouver 

• Geoff Bell – Volunteer from Vancouver 

• Doug Davidge – Yukon Transportation Museum 

• Tim Dowd – Yukon Government 

• Heather Jones – Texas A&M University 

• Valery Monahan – Yukon Government 

• Wayne Lusardi – Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary 

• Wayne Loeber – OceanGate Inc. 

• John Pollack – Institute of Nautical Archaeology 

• Gordon Rock – OceanGate Inc. 
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• Jonathan Robertson – BlueView Technologies 

• Stockton Rush – BlueView Technologies 

• Lindsey Thomas – Texas A&M University 

• Mark Thomas – Volunteer from Altanta 

• Tim Vincent – Volunteer from Whitehorse 

Methods of Data Acquisition 

The 2010 team had three primary objectives for field season.   

1. To record the hull to the greatest extent possible using both traditional methods 

(baseline trilateration) and the more advanced BlueView multibeam sonar.  Second, to 

record as much information as possible about the artifacts on the site, and third, to 

recover select artifacts for conservation and display. 

Recording the Hull  

Baseline Trilateration 

Using the 2009 site plan as a guide, the team focused on recording the construction 

features of the hull, including the machinery, steering systems, and hull lines.  Baseline 

trilateration with tape measures and handwritten notes on mylar were used to record hull details. 

As bottom time was limited due to the cold water, copies of the 2009 site plan were printed onto 

Mylar and taken underwater to facilitate recording.   

The interior of the hull was the priority for recording the construction features.  Due to 

the vessel’s small size and shallow draft, it was not possible to penetrate the hull in order to fully 

document the interior.  It was possible, however, to see inside of the vessel with the aid of a light 

and the access provided by 12 small hatches, and the majority of the interior of the vessel was 

recorded.  A layer of sediment four inches deep inside of the hull prohibited the accurate 

recording of the bottom of the vessel.  Limited probing with a measuring stick was conducted to 

determine the depth of the sediment and the location of floors. 

  With the exception of the missing wheelhouse, the steering system is still intact.  While 

the system is recorded on the 2009 McKay drawing, this information was obtained from 

photographs and is not entirely accurate as a result.  During the 2010 season, the steering system 

was recorded by Mark Thomas, who followed it from the pulley sheaves on either side of the 

base of the now missing wheelhouse, along the sides of the vessel, and down to the rudders 

underneath the stern.  Due to the size and location of the paddlewheel, it was impossible to 

follow the lines to their termination point, though Thomas was able to come close.  The boat’s 

power system was recorded in a similar manner, whereby he followed the steam pipes from the 

boiler, located forward of amidships, to the stern, where the engines were located on either side 

of the vessel.  Damage to the steam pipes occurred sometime in the past, however, which 

prohibited a complete recording in the amount of time available.  The smaller elements of the 

paddlewheel and its components were also recorded, which had not been completed during the 

2009 season.   

Over the past 108 years, sediment has built up around the hull of the Goddard, obscuring 

the shape up to the turn of the bilge. Burbot have burrowed into the sediment along the starboard 

side, creating a gully in which it is possible to see the bottom of the boat, though it is difficult to 



7 

 

access it.  This obstructed the hull and prohibited proper lines recording.  An attempt was made 

to record the hull lines using a meter stick and a plumb-bob suspended from a tape measure.  The 

method was primarily successful in the stern, where access was the best.  The bow and midships 

were considerably more difficult, particularly considering the shape of the bow, which is 

unusually complex.  A small area of sediment of less than one square foot was removed from an 

artifact clear area near the bow to allow lines to be recorded. The BlueView BV5000 was 

suspended inside the hull to record the interior, and partial hull lines taken from the scans. 

 

BlueView BV5000 Multibeam Sonar 3D Site Plan 

 Through the donated assistance of BlueView Technologies, which develops multibeam 

sonar units, and OceanGate Inc., a company dedicated to assisting scientific research by pairing 

the researchers with interested volunteers who contribute necessary resources, the 2010 field 

team had access to the BlueView BV5000, an advanced multibeam sonar that is capable of 

creating a 3D point cloud in minutes.  The unit has an integrated mechanical pan and tilt 

mechanism that is capable of generating both sector scans and spherical scan data. 

For the Goddard site, the unit was mounted on a tripod and deployed by divers, though it 

is possible to affix the unit to a remotely operated vehicle or submarine.  The divers were not 

required to say underwater while the unit scanned, which saved valuable diving hours.  The unit 

was deployed 22 times both around and on the vessel, each scan taking 6 minutes, and was set to 

scan different sections of the vessel rather than making a complete spherical scan, which was 

unnecessary. Though there are some blank spaces on the plan, the majority of the vessel was 

recorded. The interior of the forward hatch was recorded by suspending the BV5000 upside 

down inside of the hold.  Time did not permit other holds to be scanned. 

2D Sonar and Searching for the Goddard’s Stack 

 A P900-139 side scan sonar unit, also manufactured by BlueView Technologies, was 

mounted to the hull of the Carolina Skiff and used to search for the boiler stack of the A.J. 

Goddard.  The unit was first tested on the A.J. Goddard, which appeared very clearly on the 

computer screen.  35 meter transects were run over the site extending 200 meters north and south 

of the vessel.  Deeper water was also surveyed, and though two anomalies were located, the 

stack was not. 

 On June 7th, a Humminbird sidescan sonar unit was used to scan the wreck site and 

surrounding area.  The stack was not located at this time. 

Artifacts 

 More than 100 artifacts lay scattered on and around the vessel, though most (perhaps all) 

are not entirely burried.  The 2010 field objectives included numbering the artifacts, 

photographing them, measuring in their location using baseline trilateration, and recovering 

select artifacts for conservation and display at the Yukon Transportation Museum.  Poor 

visibility on site made locating artifacts difficult, and though it did not halt the work, it did 

impede it.  Wayne Lusardi was the team member in charge of organizing and monitoring the 

recovery of artifacts, and he was greatly assisted by Tim Vincent. 

 It should be noted that though the Class 2 permit given by the YTG permitted excavation 

of the site, no actual digging for artifacts occurred during the 2010 field season as the majority of 
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the artifacts were not buried in the sediment.  The few that were buried were left undisturbed.  

All recovered artifacts were found resting on the surface of the lake bed, and gentle hand fanning 

was used to remove the loose silt resting atop the artifacts that were raised to the surface.   

The first phase of recording artifacts involved marking them with numbered flags.  Two 

teams then simultaneously recorded the positions of these flagged artifacts on either side of the 

vessel using tape measures tied off to the hog-posts.  This allowed the divers to perform 

organized search patterns and record the artifacts with trilateration while not losing their way 

from the boat.  Geoff Bell photographed most artifacts, though he was not able to relocate all of 

them in the available field time.  During the first half of the field season, visibility was poor 

enough to prohibit photography.  As the visibility cleared towards the end of the week, Bell was 

able to photograph as many artifacts as time permitted.  A total of 100 artifacts were located, 

tagged, and had their positions recorded.  Some artifacts were recovered for detailed recording 

and then returned to the site, though this was done infrequently to avoid damaging the artifacts. 

28 artifacts were recovered for exhibit in Whitehorse, including steam equipment, bottles, 

personal items, tools, clothing, and kitchenware.  Artifacts were selected for educational value as 

well as their conservation requirements.  While some artifacts that required complicated 

conservation methods were recovered, the majority were chosen because they were both 

representative of life onboard the boat and were relatively easy to conserve.  In an attempt to 

discourage treasure hunters and to keep a record of the recorded artifacts for future field seasons, 

metal tags indicating the artifact’s number were attached to each artifact using zipties. 

 

Archival Research 

 There is an enormous amount of primary and secondary data available regarding the 

Klondike Gold Rush, the steamboats of the Yukon, and even the A.J. Goddard. Reconstructing 

the vessel and life onboard required consulting hundreds of period sources – newspapers, 

journals, advertisements, customs records, steamboat plans and photographs – as well as 

secondary sources. Douglas Davidge and Valery Monahan were instrumental to locating and 

consolidating these sources, as were other scholars who donated their efforts, including Glen 

Iceton of the YG and Robert Schwemmer of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration.  The team uses an internet program known as DropBox to share sources, and 

research is currently still underway. 

 

Conservation of Artifacts 

Due to the sensitive nature of artifact removal and care, a team of conservators and 

museum specialists from the Yukon Cultural Services Branch, the Yukon Transportation 

Museum, and field archaeologists were gathered together prior to the field season to determine 

which types of artifacts would be recovered and the parameters within which selections would 

made. This was done to eliminate the issue of recovering too many artifacts to conserve, or 

artifacts too difficult to conserve, with the project’s resources. While it was possible to form a 

basic idea of what would be recovered, it was clear that it would be necessary to make some 

decisions regarding recovery while in the field. A specialist from the Yukon Cultural Services 

Branch and representative for the Yukon Transportation Museum’s collections, Valery Monahan, 
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joined the field team in order to provide on-site conservation expertise and to make the final 

decision regarding what would be recovered. 

28 artifacts were recovered from the A.J. Goddard site, though this number has increased 

to 32 during conservation as concretions have revealed multiple artifacts. They were sent to the 

Yukon Transportation Museum for conservation, which is being conducted under the supervision 

of Ms. Monahan. The majority of the artifacts stayed in the Yukon for conservation by Ms. 

Monahan, though the E. Berliner gramophone and steam gauge were sent to the Canadian 

Conservation Institute for conservation due to their delicate nature and so that advanced 

equipment could be used to identify materials and potentially recover audio.  

Most of the artifacts that were recovered are relatively simple to conserve and were found 

in stable condition. The empty glass bottles and lantern chimney needed little attention; they 

were cleaned with a dilute detergent and water and are now ready for display. Metal artifacts are 

generally small and artifacts/artifact components of copper alloy are well preserved. Most metal 

artifacts will be mechanically cleaned, dried and given protective coatings. The large steam 

whistle and steam pipe assembly will be treated at the Yukon Transportation Museum using 

electrolytic reduction, a process that may take up to two years,  

  Textiles, some of which are still in good condition, underwent successive baths in fresh, 

deionized water to remove silt and contaminants. When necessary, mild detergent, gentle 

manipulation, and sponging has been used to clean and unfold and properly orient the fabrics. 

Iron corrosion was removed from the dyed sock using a commercial iron stain product, and light 

mechanical work has been used to remove pieces of iron concretion adhered to the shirt. Once 

clean, the textiles are air dried in a dry environment. Wood such as the base of the gramophone, 

and vegetable-tanned leathers like the footwear, will be treated in polyethylene glycol solutions 

before being freeze-dried.  

Unknown materials from significant artifacts were identified by the Canadian 

Conservation Institute using IR Spectroscopic Analysis. In the case of the gramophone records, 

small samples were removed from the front and back of the disks and analyzed by Fourier 

Transform Infrared Spectroscopy in the Attenuated Total Reflectance mode using a Travel IR 

ATR spectrometers from Sensir Technologies. The resulting spectra closely resembles that of 

degraded rubber, though a high component of silica and silicates indicates that these may have 

been used as a filler in the rubber or are a natural component of the surrounding silt on the 

bottom of Lake Laberge.  

As conservation is currently underway, more photographs, drawings, and information 

will be completed in time. Ms. Monahan and the author are in contact throughout the process and 

future information will be provided to the YTG as it become available. 

 

Environmental Factors and Cultural History 

Environmental Factors 

Environmental factors influencing the investigations included dangerously cold water, 

poor visibility, and easily disturbed silt.  The water temperature in June hovers around 37 
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degrees Fahrenheit, the coldest temperature of the summer.  Due to the harsh diving conditions 

and the schedules of the volunteer staff, the field season was set at 10 days, 8 and a half of which 

were available for diving.  Dive times were limited to 45 minutes maximum in order to avoid 

hypothermia and divers were scheduled to dive twice a day, though some divers volunteered to 

dive more often.   

Due to the relatively early ice melt this season, the visibility was less than one meter on 

the first dive of the season.  As the dive plans and schedules had been created with the 2009 

season’s visibility in mind, which had been far better, the schedule and expectations were 

modified.  While it was still possible to complete many of the objectives, work was slowed due 

to the poor visibility.  Due to the small size of the site and the fine silt that covers both the boat 

and the clay bottom, dive teams were limited to four people working in separate areas of the site.  

Most tasks were performed solo as two team members working together generally disturbed the 

sediment.  Though the visibility was poor, it was possible for divers to locate each other quickly 

by swimming one circle around the boat.  If a diver was in the debris field surrounding the boat, 

he could be located by following the survey line tape measure that was affixed to the hogpost.     

Cultural Factors 

 The A.J. Goddard site is located near Yukon First Nations Ta’an Kwach’an land. The 

Yukon River Survey Project has a positive relationship with the Ta’an Kwach’an Council, and 

during the 2009 and 2010 seasons entertained visits from some of the elders. 

 

Physical Status of Site & Potential Threats 

 The A.J. Goddard site remains essentially undisturbed due to the no-digging nature of 

artifact recovery.  The wood remains stable due to the cold water, dark water that prohibits 

micro-organisms.  The metal continues to corrode but is still structurally sound.  If the water 

quality of Lake Laberge remains undisturbed, the wreck site should remain well preserved for 

decades to come.  Ice and waves do not influence the site directly, though damage to the hogging 

system in the stern may have been caused by a dead head trapped in ice that exerted pressure on 

the structure. 

The primary factor that could threaten the A.J. Goddard site is that of treasure hunters.  

The A.J. Goddard was officially designated as a Historic Site on 6 June 2010, in the middle of 

the 2010 field season.  In the spirit of a visible and accessible cultural heritage, the A.J. Goddard 

site has been opened to visitors.  Due to the sensitive nature of a shipwreck site, and the allure of 

treasure hunting, precautions have been put into place to protect the A.J. Goddard and its 

artifacts.  Though the A.J. Goddard was carrying no gold at the time it sank, the artifacts 

themselves are valuable to treasure hunters for their cultural significance and association with the 

shipwreck.  With this in mind, the 2010 field team attempted to record as much information as 

possible about the artifacts that were left on the lake bed save the information as well as to 

provide base line data for ongoing monitoring of the site and its artifacts in the event that they 

were one day illegally removed from the site. In addition, the artifacts were tagged in hopes of 

discouraging theft and to keep record of those still on the lake floor.  
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The most important factor that will help protect the site is the required permit from the 

Cultural Services Branch of the Yukon Territorial Government. Up to this point, the local dive 

shop owner, Larry Bonnett, has organized the dive trips, taken out the permits for his clients and 

taken all of the visiting divers to the site. One short season, from June until the end of 

September, has resulted in 20 visitors.  Mr. Bonnett and his website are very clear about “look 

but don’t take”, and the success of the short visitor’s season in 2010 will hopefully continue. 

 

Assessment of the Project Goals 

 The 2010 field season at the A.J. Goddard site was immensely successful due to the hard 

work of the volunteers who gathered enormous amounts of data of the course of eight days.  

Unfortunately, visibility slowed field work substantially.  While most of the goals laid out in the 

permit application were achieved, some were not.  The objectives listed in the permit application 

are as follows, along with an assessment of the completion of the objective. 

1. To record all artifacts in situ  
The majority of all artifact locations were recorded, though this was slowed by poor 

visibility in the beginning of the season.  There are a number of artifacts still 

remaining on the site that were not recorded due to poor visibility and the fact that 

there were more artifacts than estimated during the 2009 season. While it is 

impossible to determine how many artifacts were not seen by divers, it is estimated 

that a majority were located.  Fortunately, those that were found represent all aspects 

of life and work aboard. 

 

2. To raise all artifacts for detailed recording on the surface.  This will including 

drawing, measuring, and photographing all artifacts. 
Six artifacts were recovered for recording and returned to the site, though Wayne 

Lusardi, the diving conservator, determined that many of the artifacts were too 

delicate to raise and return. 

 

3. Return most artifacts to their position on the lakebed and bring a pre-selected 

assortment of artifacts back to the Yukon Transportation Museum for display 

and recovery.   

All artifacts that were returned to the site went back to their original location. 

 

4. Use EOS PhotoModeler to record the ship in 3D  

We determined that there would not be enough time in the field season to accomplish 

this, particularly since the BV5000 would gather the same data more quickly. 

 

5. Use the BlueView BV5000 to record the ship in 3D 

Complete 

 

6. Observe and record aspects of the sternwheelers Vidette and Casca that relate to 

site formation processes  
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The team visited the site of the Casca and the unknown wreckage slightly farther 

down river one evening in order to observe extant physical structure for evidence of 

ice influence. Approximately 30 minutes was spent observing the Casca site and 15 

minutes at the unknown wreckage site.  The team also rode over the site of the 

Vidette in the Carolina Skiff and in a float plane, though there was not time to record 

any more of the Vidette’s structure. 

 

Significance of the Site 

Boats of the Gold Rush 

The remote nature of the gold fields made the development of a transportation system a 

necessity. Though the foundation of a transportation system had already been laid in the Yukon 

Territory prior to 1898, it was not equipped to deal with the massive number of people drawn by 

the lure of gold. The Klondike Gold Rush resulted in a widespread and sophisticated 

transportation system based upon steamboat travel that would last for more than half a century.  

The frantic energy that swept the nation led to the intensive and rapid acquisition and 

construction of ships to serve the miners and entrepreneurs of 1898. Of the 266 steam vessels 

operating in the Yukon between 1898 and 1951, 131 were built specifically for the Klondike 

Gold Rush (Affleck 2000:71-85). Many of these boats wrecked upon the Yukon River and its 

tributaries or were abandoned on its shores, and are still visible today.  It was a fascinating 

period of massive mobilization characterized by ingenuity and innovation which changed the 

Yukon Territory, and can be studied through the surviving boats and documents. 

 

The A.J. Goddard 

One of those boats, the sternwheeler A.J. Goddard, was discovered in Lake Laberge, 

Yukon Territory in the summer of 2008. Sitting upright on the lakebed as a result of an October 

storm in 1901, the A.J. Goddard and its cargo have remained undisturbed since the boat was 

abandoned in a storm over 100 years ago (The Daily Klondike Nugget 1901). The complete and 

undisturbed nature of the wreck site, which is the only known site from this period to show such 

remarkable preservation, provides an unparalleled opportunity for studying the construction 

features of one of the Klondike steamboats and its associated material culture.  

Prefabricated in California and carried over the White Pass in segments, the A.J. Goddard 

was assembled on the shores of Lake Bennett, British Columbia. It is the only known surviving 

example of one of the small, metal hulled Yukon River sternwheelers. Though the A.J. Goddard 

is part of the greater Yukon River steamboat tradition, it is quite different from the other vessels 

that have survived at Dawson City and at other places along the river. In addition to being one of 

only a few pre-fabricated metal vessels in the Klondike, it is the only surviving member of the 

fleet of small steamboats that served on the river at the end of the 19th century. The majority of 

Yukon River steamboats were built of wood and were up to four times larger than the A.J. 

Goddard, which was a mere 50 feet long. Like most steamboats built for the western rivers of 

America, the wooden boats of the Klondike were built according to an oral tradition and without 

plans, with construction and modification based on a vessel’s intended use.  
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Due to the nature of its construction and building material, the A.J. Goddard represents a 

period of vast change in shipbuilding techniques, and is part of the fascinating juxtaposition 

between the highly traditional wooden boats and the new, prefabricated industrial solution to 

boatbuilding.  The nature of the A.J. Goddard raises several questions that the 2010 field season 

and associated research hopes to address. The A.J. Goddard’s design was likely chosen for its 

portability and the speed with which the vessel could be transported to the Yukon. How is this 

vessel different than the other vessels of the Klondike, and why? The most striking aspect of the 

A.J. Goddard is the fact that it was carried over the Coast Mountain Range. Concessions in the 

design would have been necessary to make this possible. Are they evident in the vessel’s design 

or in the choice of machinery? This study attempts to reconstruct the vessel, for which no plans 

are known to exist, based upon field data and contemporary sources. Was the prefabricated 

vessel designed specifically for the Yukon, or was it adopted for use in the north? Was it suited 

to the Yukon River? 

The A.J. Goddard During the Gold Rush 

 The A.J. Goddard was one of the few steamboats to operate on the upper Yukon River 

during the summer of 1898 and the first steamboat to arrive at Dawson from that route for the 

1898 rush (Dawson Daily News 1923).  The story of the A.J. Goddard’s transport and 

construction in the wilderness is an unusual and fantastic example of ingenuity and effort, more 

so considering the lack of infrastructure in place in the Yukon to facilitate the endeavor.  The 

limited transportation system in place prior to the Klondike Gold Rush changed drastically 

within the course of months due to the sternwheelers that arrived on the river by the dozen.  The 

small sternwheelers such as the A.J. Goddard opened the Upper Yukon River to steam travel, 

and Albert and Clara Goddard became known as pioneer explorers and steamboat operators on 

the rivers (The Lewis Publishing Company 1903:509; Hoffman 1953). 

In addition to playing a very practical role in helping to establish steam transportation on 

the Yukon River, the A.J. Goddard had a place in local lore.  Julius Price, a journalist from 

England who traveled through the Yukon to write a book about the experience, found the A.J. 

Goddard worthy of noting in his journal or possibly fabricating an experience with the vessel 

(Price 1898 1898:121-124).  Published in his 1898 journal, he tells the story of hitching his canoe 

to the A.J. Goddard and riding to Tagish.  How he heard of the A.J. Goddard is unknown, and 

whether he truly saw the vessel is still a mystery. 

 

Was This Design Suitable? - Speed & Portability 

Speed was essential to reaching the gold fields in order to profit. Not only was it 

important to quickly acquire a vessel, one had to choose the most expedient route to the gold 

fields. While plans for the A.J. Goddard may exist, they have not yet been located.  As a result, it 

is not possible to determine if the boat was a kit vessel designed specifically for the Upper 

Yukon Company or if it was a pre-designed kit vessel.  “Build It Yourself” steamboat kits were 

not uncommon at the end of the 19th century, allowing capable men and women in remote 

locations to purchase a boat via catalog or from a supplier and assemble the vessel themselves.  

The Marine Iron Works of Chicago, a company that sold prefabricated steamboats of various 

styles, produced a catalog in 1902 that allowed customers to purchase the vessel in various states 
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of assembly and complete the process themselves (Marine Iron Works of Chicago 1902).  While 

a kit design matching the A.J. Goddard has not been found, the haste with which the A.J. 

Goddard was obtained for the gold rush suggests that it was not a new prefab design created 

specifically for the Upper Yukon Company, but rather a kit.  

In addition to quickly obtaining a vessel, the Upper Yukon Company needed to determine 

the quickest route to the fields, which would in turn influence the design of their chosen 

steamboat. Of the routes that led to the Klondike, going over the Coast Mountain Range was by 

far the fastest.  Though it meant exponentially more effort, the owners of the Upper Yukon 

Company knew that hauling their boats over the mountains was the fastest and most reliable 

route to the gold fields.  With the fastest route determined, portability of the prefabricated boat 

and its machinery played the largest role in determining the design of the vessel and the choice 

of machinery. 

These limitations can be seen in the vessel itself.  Not only is it a small boat, ideal for 

navigating the shallow upper Yukon, it is made up of many small parts that could have been 

larger.  Pieces of the hull, such as the decking, were cut fairly small and lightweight.  The angle 

iron framing was also cut into light and small pieces of manageable sections.  Were this not a 

prefabricated vessel in need of transport over a high mountain on the backs of men and pack 

animals to be assembled in a remote location, each of these metal components would 

traditionally have been constructed much larger.  Having carried the pieces over the mountain 

during the winter, the crew had the spring and beginning of summer to assemble the pieces.  The 

extra time it would have taken to assemble the smaller pieces would have been a small price to 

pay given the benefits of the quicker route to the gold fields.  

The larger machinery would have been one of the most difficult things to carry over the 

mountain, particularly the boiler.  Wisely, the owners of the Upper Yukon Company chose the 

Buckley Water Tube Boiler.  The inventor of the Buckley Boiler emphasized in the patent that it 

featured a compact design and easy assembly and repair. It could be transported in many smaller 

pieces and assembled on the other side of the mountains. All of the screws, threads, and joints 

that connect the various parts of the boiler are “right-hand”, which John Buckley stated to be 

integral to its simplified construction in comparison with other boilers.   

One interesting aspect of the boiler is that it was designed as a coal boiler, and the A.J. 

Goddard’s owners knew that they would be using wood for fuel.  While a firebox designed for 

coal is not ideal for burning wood as it was smaller and shallower with larger grate openings, 

wood could still be used (Hunter 1949:269). Perhaps there was no better alternative, or the Upper 

Yukon Company was in such a hurry that this boiler was good enough for the task and its “easy 

assembly” nature made up for it.   

Assembling the vessel in the wilderness would have been one of the last hurdles faced by 

the Upper Yukon Company.  Unlike traditional wooden steamboats in the Klondike, kit vessels 

would have been built according to accompanying instructions.  This does not mean that the 

directions were followed 100% of the time, however.  For example, there was likely a designated 

pattern for all of the stanchions that supported deckbeams underneath the hatches.  Each group 

has a unique pattern, though, or no pattern at all, possibly because each set was assembled by a 

different man, and it did not truly matter if they were assembled precisely according to the 

assembly instructions.  In addition, there is no discernable pattern for the direction that the 
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deckbeams face.  It seems like the assembly instructions were followed where necessary, but 

were disregarded for the small details, not unlike building pre-fabricated kit furniture today.   

 

Suited for Its Environment? – Modifications 

The A.J. Goddard’s design is similar to that of the Tyrell, a 200-foot steamboat 

abandoned at the Dawson City Boneyard. While the simplicity of this design is suited to the 

Klondike wilderness for ease of repair, it is not necessarily a design that was developed 

specifically for use on the Yukon River.  Instead, it is part of the larger tradition of the newly 

developing field of metal hull construction. Similar design and construction features can be 

found in numerous ship-building guides from the 19th century.  These metal and composite 

vessels were far more common outside of the Klondike wilderness, where the traditional wooden 

boatbuilding methods were predominant. 

The haste with which steamboats were built and procured for the gold rush resulted in a 

variety of vessels sent to the Yukon.  While many shipwrights understood the nature of the 

Yukon River, few, if any, were directly familiar with it and the conditions.  It was not until the 

vessels arrived in the Yukon and served some time upon the waters that shipwrights and captains 

began to understand the river and modify their vessels to make them ideal for the environment.  

Given these factors, it seems that the A.J. Goddard was not designed specifically for the Yukon 

River, but rather for the trip to the Yukon River. The A.J. Goddard is an unusual vessel, and 

unlike the majority of Yukon River steamboats.  Ease of portability and assembly influenced its 

design more than the qualities of what would be effective on the river, presuming that the Upper 

Yukon Company knew what to expect of the river in the first place.   

Despite this, was the A.J. Goddard suited for its intended environment, and what types of 

modifications were made to ensure this? One of the most distinct characteristics of the A.J. 

Goddard is its small size.  In addition to making it possible to carry the vessel over the Coast 

Mountain Range, the A.J. Goddard’s small size made it possible to navigate through the narrow 

Upper Yukon River and pass through the Whitehorse Rapids and Miles Canyon. In the beginning 

of its service at least one newspaper man considered the A.J. Goddard to be “well built for that 

service” (Klondike Nugget 1898). Within time, however, the Upper Yukon Company found that 

the vessel was too small to easily operate on the larger sections of the river. The engines were 

too small to fight the current upstream through the rapids, and it could have been more dangers 

for the small and underpowered steamboat when it traveled downstream through the particularly 

dangerous and violent sections. The Upper Yukon Company eventually switched the A.J. 

Goddard to running the ferry service on Lake Laberge instead (Dawson Daily News 1923).  

Experience on the river resulted in other modifications as well.  Photos of the boat 

indicate that the windlass was not added until after the first trip to Dawson, possibly because it 

was not needed during the first trip down-river and so it was not worth the effort required to haul 

it over the mountain.  The difficult job of roping the A.J. Goddard upriver at Five Finger Rapids 

may have encouraged the Upper Yukon Company to add the windlass, though possibly not until 

the formal warping system was installed at Five Finger Rapids to help boats safely traverse the 

dangerous waters.  Alternately, it could have been added to assist with pushing barges when the 

A.J. Goddard began towing other vessels on Lake Laberge. Photographs indicate that the forge 
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may have been added at a later date as well, though precisely when is difficult to determine.  It 

was a vital piece of equipment aboard the steamboat, however, as the ability to make repairs 

while between ports was essential. 

Other modifications made to the vessel include the addition of the bow rail, which would 

have protected the open boiler door and the pilot and fireman from spray on Lake Laberge.  

Photographs indicate that the vessel was designed without one, and it would not have been 

absolutely necessary on a river.  The size of Lake Laberge and the waves that it could produce 

made the addition important when the boat began to run the ferry route on the lake.  A sturdier, 

taller pilothouse with windows replaced the original open pilothouse, which would have made 

navigating more comfortable and provided a better view of the river’s hazards.  Photographs 

indicate that the roof was altered as well, though the purpose of this is difficult to determine. The 

roof was extended to enclose the pilothouse, which would have given additional structural 

support to the pilothouse that balanced upon four wooden stanchions, as well as provided extra 

seating, which can be seen in old photographs.  Full with both cargo and passengers, this seating 

area would have been welcome on fine weather days. 

Was the Vessel Self Sufficient and Good for its Remote, Wilderness Locale? 

The A.J. Goddard was essentially a very small floating town. When sent to the Yukon in 

the winter of 1897/1898, the Upper Yukon Company were aware that their boat was going into a 

true wilderness.  The towns and trading posts were small, far apart, and not well equipped to 

serve the prospectors of 1898.  With the exception of Dawson City and Whitehorse, the majority 

of the river remained remote and ill equipped for steamboats needing repairs the entirely of the 

A.J. Goddard’s career. 

As the men who walked across the Coast Mount Range were required to carry their 2,000 

pounds of supplies, the steamboat crews also needed to be self sufficient if they were to have any 

hope of surviving the Klondike. The artifacts visible on the site indicate that the men and women 

aboard the A.J. Goddard were prepared to take care of themselves and their boat with little to no 

assistance from those on shore.  What was essentially a river voyage was planned as if it were an 

ocean voyage, with the exception of relying on wood available alongshore for fuel. 

The blacksmith’s station ensured that any small repairs could be completed without major 

delay, which was vital for an all-metal steamboat in the middle of the wilderness.  The deck crew 

was outfitted with a full complement of tools and equipment, enabling them to make most of the 

necessary repairs when far from port. 

 The gallery was relatively complete, and though small, it was certainly sufficient for the 

crew that operated the A.J. Goddard.  An example of nearly every type of kitchen ware has been 

found on site, and more will likely be found upon return to the field.  Though supplies were 

available in Dawson and Whitehorse, suppliers were not always reliable or affordable.  As it was 

generally steamers such as the A.J. Goddard that brought the townspeople of Dawson their 

annual rations until the introduction of the railroad, the A.J. Goddard could not always rely upon 

restocking at Dawson when it ran that route.  Whatever they needed was likely picked up in 

Whitehorse, which would have been more convenient when the A.J. Goddard switched to the 

Lake Laberge towing route.  
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Personal effects such as ink and a gramophone even provided opportunities for 

entertainment along the river, which the crew were willing to pay dearly for. Though a relatively 

inexpensive gramophone, the Berliner gramophone found aboard the A.J. Goddard was quite 

expensive at 15 dollars for the player and three records. 

Concluding Thoughts 

During 1898, the Yukon Territory developed a rich maritime culture as a result of the 

hundreds of rafts, canoes, barges, and steamboats that flooded the area. Though the rush of 

vessels was over by 1899, the maritime landscape of the region was forever changed.  The 

enormous demand for transportation in 1897 resulted in a mass mobilization across the country. 

Condemned or retired vessels were brought back into service, and anything that could float, from 

steamers to schooners, was sent towards the Yukon (Berton 2001:125). According to a 

newspaper from January 1898, “any old thing, so long as it would float, was sent north” (‘San 

Francisco Gossip’ New York Times1898). Some ships were converted to their new task of 

traveling the Yukon River, while others were renovated or built anew in cities from Philadelphia 

to St. Michael. Others were prefabricated and carried over the Chilkoot Trail or White Pass, such 

as the A.J. Goddard, while yet others were built and sailed across the Bering Sea, either alone or 

in convoys. These vessels transported the thousands of men and women who would shape the 

Yukon for years to come. 

The A.J. Goddard is not a unique vessel, though it is unusual. Of the 266 sternwheelers 

that operated on the Yukon River, the majority were large multi-decked wooden vessels. The 

A.J. Goddard is the only surviving example of one of the smaller steamboats, and of the 

Klondike sternwheelers still scattered along the bank, it is the best-preserved in its original form. 

Work thus far has revealed that the A.J. Goddard possessed a simple construction design, likely 

not one developed specifically for the Yukon River. It appears that the need to carry it over a 

mountain influenced its design more than the qualities of the Yukon River. Modifications were 

made over the course of its short career to make it more suitable, but its tragic end indicate that it 

was never truly suited for its environment, though it admirably and successfully fulfilled its 

mission of serving throughout the gold rush. Though it was not ideally suited for its intended 

environment, the quickness and ingenuity with which the vessel was constructed made it so that 

out of the thousands of vessels that set out for the Yukon in the summer of 1898, the A.J. 

Goddard was one of the few that actually made it to Dawson in time for the gold rush without 

being delayed by ice in the north, as so many were.  

The intact state of the wreck and its cargo, which remains virtually undisturbed as a 

historic site open to visitors, provides a tangible link to the past. This, combined with the story of 

Albert and Clara, provide a detailed view of the life and times of one of the small sternwheelers 

that served the prospectors of 1898. Afloat for less than four years, the short story of the A.J. 

Goddard is one that truly conveys the ingenuity and perseverance against terrible odds that 

characterized the short-lived, but passionate, Klondike Gold Rush. 
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Plan of exterior of vessel. (Drawing by L. Thomas) 
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Plan of the interior of the vessel. (Drawing by L. Thomas). 
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The hogchains and posts of the vessel. 
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Plan view of the vessels power system. 
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Profile view of the vessel’s power system. 
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The vessel’s wheel. 
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The sternwheel and rudders. 
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     The rudder assembly. 
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The steering tackle. 
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Plaque from the windlass showing the maker. (Photo by Neil McDaniel). 

 

 

BV-5000 scan showing measurements of hull. (Courtesy of BlueView 

Technologies and OceanGate, Inc). 
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Interior BV-5000 scan of bow. (Courtesy of BlueView Technologies and 

OceanGate, Inc). 

 

Vidette from the air. (Photo by Wayne Lusardi). 
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Artifact storage on site. (Photo by Mark Thomas). 

 

A shoe photographed in the field. (Photo by Sean Adams). 


