JOHN OLAF ERICKSON: PROSPECTOR AND HOTELIER
by Jane Gaffin

John Olaf Erickson (1878 - 1974)
(Yukon Archives, Whitehorse Star Ltd. Fonds,
82/563, file 80#15)

John Olaf “Ole” Erickson (Hall of Fame) was born on August 30, 1878 in the village of
Malungsfors, Sweden, where he attended school with his future wife, Kristina Erickson,
who was of no direct kin.
The tall, fine-featured youth set out on his adventures armed with the Swedish tradition
of hard work. He learned at his parents’ knees that he didn’t have to know more than
the next guy to get ahead; all he had to do was be willing to outwork him.
A sail-rigged vessel took him from Sweden to the Canary Islands off the northwestern
coast of Spain. He carried on down the coast to Cape Town, South Africa, where a
Hawaii-bound ship took on a load of green bananas.
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While crossing the equator, the winds were becalmed by the notorious atmospheric
feature known in sailor’s vernacular as “The Doldrums”. Without wind for power, the ship
stalled for a duration that forced the hungry sailors to start eating the payload.
Finally, the wind came up again to power the sails and the ship was on its way. But this
incident did leave an indelible mark on Ole’s taste buds. He was never known to eat
another banana for the rest of his life.
Ole ended up in Australia and crossed the Pacific Ocean to Seattle, Washington, where
he landed sometime in 1900. There, he heard tales about the gold-rush commotion
going on up North. However, only a few diehards were left behind after the gold rush
had quietened in Canada’s Yukon Territory in 1898 in favour of the Klondike
goldseekers dashing across the U.S. border to Fairbanks and Nome in Alaska.
Ole took a boat up the west coast to Skagway, Alaska, where he bought passage on
White Pass & Yukon Route train for the 110 mile ride over freshly-laid tracks to
Whitehorse. A few log and frame buildings, such as the Regina Hotel, were giving the
instant tent city a permanent look.
At one point, Ole walked the more than 300 miles to Dawson. While drying his
moccasins on sticks, they fell into the campfire. A couple of gunny sacks in which he
carried rations had to substitute as footwear for the rest of the journey.
Ole had a good rapport with dogs and horses. One of his job was living at a roadhouse
and working as a stableman, tending horses that White Pass kept for running its Royal
Mail stages. A team of four well-matched horses, tired after a 25-mile haul, would be
escorted to a wood-heated stable, rubbed down and their long, frost-caked coats
groomed. The animals were stalled, blanketed, watered and fed a mixture of nutritional
bran mash, oats and timothy hay imported from the coast. A fresh team was taken from
the barn and harnessed for the next leg of the journey.
Later, during his career in the Burwash area, Ole sometimes had to clad his horses in
snowshoes so the team could pull a sleigh through deep, drifted snow. What works for
one horse and the horse wrangler can work for another. Strapping snowshoes to
horses’ hooves was a tactic employed by Jack Dalton when he was investigating the
feasibility of bringing the first horses out of Haines, Alaska into the Yukon in May, 1891.
Suspecting they might have a lot of soft snow to cross on the 4,750-foot Chilkat Pass,
Dalton and his trail companion, Edward James Glaves, constructed sets of four snowshoes for each horse before starting the gradual climb to the summit.
“The horse's hoof was placed in a pad in the center of the shoe, and a series of loops
drawn up and laced round the fetlock kept it in place,”explained Glaves in a written
account. “When first experimenting with these, a horse would snort and tremble upon
lifting his feet. Then he would make the most vigourous efforts to shake them off.
Standing on his hind legs, he would savagely paw the air, then quickly tumble onto his
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forelegs and kick frantically. We gave them daily instruction in this novel
accomplishment till each horse was an expert."
In the summer months, White Pass’s sternwheelers resumed carrying the Royal Mail on
the Yukon River. The mail stage horses were turned out to pasture to fatten up on
nature’s fodder in anticipation of the next winter's mail delivery.
In spring, men turned their thoughts to the ice-free creeks. They might placer mine their
own gold claims or buy into someone else’s property or hire out for wages to the claim
owners.
At one point, Ole is believed to have worked on Eldorado, a creek located in the 800square-mile patch of rich gold ground known as the Klondike. The small creek flows into
Bonanza Creek where the first gold discovery sparked the world-famous Klondike Gold
Rush of 1896-98.
Initially, Eldorado was shunned by early Klondike goldseekers who thought the gravels
were barren. Only the stampeders who were too late to stake a “good” claim on the
famed Bonanza Creek bothered with this little “pup”, as it’s called in miner’s parlance.
Soon, prospectors were stunned by the golden rewards Eldorado yielded. The miners
found their claims located on what was later trumpeted as one of the richest placer
creeks in the world.
By the early 1920s, Ole was testing his fortune on Bullion Creek in the western Yukon’s
Kluane country and working for the Jacquot brothers who had tested their prowess in
the Klondike until their sights turned to the Kluane country in 1904.
The year before, prospectors and gold miners had surged into the Kluane region where
40 ounces of gold were found in a few hours on Bullion and other creeks. These
stampeders hoped the payout was a precursor to another gold rush that would pale the
likes of the ephemeral Klondike.
In 1904, a tributary to the Kluane River was discovered and named Burwash Creek for
Lachlin Taylor Burwash, the mining recorder at Silver City. Subsequently, Louis and
Eugene Jacquot launched a small settlement they too named Burwash in honour of
their friend.
The likable and self-sufficient brothers were from the Alsace-Lorraine region of
northeast France where they trained as chefs and bakers. Their self-employment
repertoire also included roles as miners, traders, homesteaders, farmers, big-game
outfitters, guides, blacksmiths, veterinarians, carpenters, road and bridge builders.
Louis was a skilled miner and prospector until he sustained an injury while working
down in a shaft. Gene, the business brains, became a supplier. He set up the Burwash
Landing Trading Post and Lodge where Indian families from the upper White and
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Donjek rivers stopped in to trade during their seasonal travels. Gene became the
patriarch of Kluane country.
Ole Erickson held claims in the Burwash area and worked for the Jacquot brothers who
had plenty of work to do. Then the Kluane country’s decline started about 1925, the
year Ole returned to Sweden to marry his childhood friend, Kristina Erickson.
He brought his new bride back to Silver City, once an active village near the shore of
Kluane Lake that hosted a trading post, roadhouse, North West Mounted Police post
and a mining recorder. The town was on the wagon road between Whitehorse and the
placer gold fields.
One day in 1927, Ole was in Whitehorse for supplies. He heard that the Regina Hotel
was for sale. Although his heart belonged to the creeks, realistically he knew the hard
work of managing a hotel would be a more secure enterprise than relying on the
inconsistent gold returns in the Kluane district. Besides, he was nearly 50 years old.
The Regina Hotel, located on the corner of First Avenue and Wood Street, was a log
structure built by Charlie Johnson, a White Pass railroad bridge foreman, which may
account for why a few railroad ties were rumoured to have gone into the hotel’s
construction in 1900.
Proprietors were preparing for the onslaught. The first steam locomotive chuffing into
railhead on July 29, 1900 would hurl Whitehorse into the status as the Yukon’s
transportation hub. Throngs of goldrushers and businessmen would be forced to
abandon their jumble of canvas shelters at Bennett, British Columbia, and relocate
down river to another confusion of tents and cabins.
On July 7, 1900, an ad ran in The Bennett Sun (predecessor to the White Horse Star):
“THE REGINA HOTEL...is a two-story log building at the foot of Front Street. A
restaurant and bakery is run in connection and as good accommodations can be had
here as at any place in the city, at reasonable prices.”
In 1903, Whitehorse was thriving with industry. Ed Dixon joined Charlie Johnson as a
manager and partner. The Regina’s proximity to the White Pass yards and Yukon River
rendered the self-contained hotel a natural as a favorite place to eat and later housed a
popular watering hole where the blue-collar workers came to imbibe. The Yukon's first
cocktail lounge opened in the hotel on May 24, 1951.
The Regina carried a long-lasting reputation as a good hotel run by “the Swedish couple
with two children”. The Ericksons served up good food and an atmosphere of Northern
camaraderie that was felt as guests sat around the big iron potbelly stove in the cheerful
lobby that doubled as a living room.
The spacious area contained a piano, overstuffed chairs, ornate lamps and Victorian
furnishings. Men and a few young women played black jack and poker around the large
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dining room table. In this frontier town, the Regina retained an air of orderliness and
respectability, mainly because the Ericksons didn’t tolerate rowdiness.
It was in this engaging setting where Mr. Erickson spun many unfinished stories. His
yarns were frequently interrupted when the wood furnace’s voracious appetite needed
attention or guests came in to register. Guests coming in from the numbing cold were
greeted with hot drinks and a hot tub. The cavernous boilers blessed the Regina with a
seemingly endless supply of scalding water.
By the 1940s, the Regina sported approximately 40 rooms, mainly occupied by wartime
workers. In 1969, the old hotel was replaced with a modern building on the same site.
The Regina stayed in the Erickson family for 70 years until Gudrun Sparling and her
brother John Erickson opted to retire. The new owners, Ed Festel and Rolph Meierhans,
took over in March, 1997. Although they remodeled and changed the name to Riverview
Hotel, they respected the venerable hotel and its previous owners with pictorial displays
of the historic Regina Hotel.
Ole Erickson, a long-time member of the Yukon Order of Pioneers (Honour Roll), died at
his Whitehorse home on April 11, 1974 at age 95. Clergyman Ray Clennett conducted
memorial services from Christ Church Cathedral before Ole was laid to rest in
Whitehorse’s Grey Mountain Cemetery.
John Olaf (J.O.) Erickson was inducted into the Yukon Prospectors' Association's Hall of
Fame in 1988 for his Bullion Creek prospecting ventures in the 1920s. His name is
inscribed on a brass plate attached to the Prospectors’ Hall of Fame art piece on
permanent display in the foyer of the Yukon government administration building. His
name also is engraved in the base of the bronze prospector statue that watches over
downtown from the corner of Main Street and Third Avenue.
*******
See related articles: Jimmy Kane Wrangled for Jack Dalton and Jack Dalton: The
Invincible Alaska Folk Hero www.diarmani.com.
Information for this article has relied on: Gudrun Sparling, personal communication,
2008; Obituary, John Olaf Erickson, Whitehorse Star, April 17, 1974; The Overland Trail
by Ken Spotswood, ExploreNorth.com; A History of Burwash Landing, a walking tour
brochure, Yukon government, online; Yukon Places & Names by Robert Coutts, 1980;
Kluane National Park and Reserve Economic Impact Study Economic History of Kluane
Region Background Paper, March 3, 2005.
*******
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