
  

The Cariboo Gold Rush 

Crossing Overland 

It was a warm spring morning in 1862 when I started out from my hometown 

of Gloucester Ontario to find gold out West.  I was lucky to have my two cousins 

John and William with me on this long journey across Canada.  We had with us two 

oxen and a cart to carry the 600 lbs of flour and 150 lbs of pemmican and other 

supplies.  The pemmican is buffalo meat chopped up dried. This is very disgustful looking food with the 

hair of the animal and grass sometimes mixed in.  It is made by Indians on the planes and chopped 

up on the ground which accounts for its bad appearance. Never the less you must take it to cross the 

plains.  

At the first camp we formed ourselves into companies. The captain of every company met in 

the evenings and made rules for the next day’s travel. We camped in a circle with our carts close to-

gether and tents outside. If we found water, we let our cattle out until sundown then tucked them into 

middle of the ring til morning with a sentry of 6 men for the night. Our whole group was 100 carts with 

our company being 21 men and 11 carts. I was captain of the Ottawa 40 company and had to wear 

a sword two feet long.  This caused the Indians we met to gather around me and wonder.  As captain 

I had to do business with the Indians and the sword was good protection as we did not know what 

the Indians might do. 

We travelled the 3000 miles to Edmington House by July 26 in good health, covering a distance 

of 30 miles each day.  Here we had to abandon our carts and pack our animals to cross the moun-

tains.  We traded guns and old carts for more horses. Money was of no use in the mountains.  

We were 4 weeks in the 

mountains sometimes up in the 

clouds some down in the 

swamps or in a rise snow or ice. 

We saw water falling for hun-

dreds of feet rushing from the 

snow down to lakes or rivers with 

a mighty noise. I crossed rivers 

swimming, sometimes hanging 

to an animal to make a raft. We 

made 11 of the bridges in one 

week with continual rain for 11 

days.  This made for miserable 

travel with wet feet. 

The following story is adapted from letters written by Joseph Halpenny who came 

overland from Ontario to the Cariboo gold rush. To find the full unedited version 

please go to www.barkerville.com/letters/index.html. Thanks to 

www.Barkerville.com for providing this information. Additional background           

information was gathered from The West Beyond the West by Jean Barman. 

Sketch from William Hind‟s “Overlanders of „62 Sketchbook” 

Joseph T. Halpenny 
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A surveyor named Robison and I climbed one 

mountain to the height of 1500 feet and when there 

we appeared to be no nearer the top than when on 

the ground. The cattle in the valley appeared to us no 

larger than a small dog. I took the trail of a grisly bear 

through little scrubs and moss. These I had to cling to if I 

let go I was dashed to pieces. At a height of 500 feet I 

came to a hole in the rock, here the bear was in at the time. 

Over this hole I had to go or go back. I went across the mouth of the hole and on a few yards further 

and Robinson shouted for me to help him down to me, he being 20 feet on my left higher than me. I 

had to cling to the rocks with one hand and lift him with the other, if I ever had a broad shoulder and 

strong arm it helped save him there. Unlucky for him, he later sunk forever in the Fraser River after 

crossing the mountains.  

Our supplies of food were almost exhausted before we finished our journey. Some men had to 

live on one meal of fresh beef. I traded many of my items with the Indians along the way and was 

able to get enough food for myself.  However, some were in a state of starvation, killing and eating 

any animal they could find. Skunks were the most numerous 2 or 3 being killed every day and eaten 

with a good relish. Some of our horses died from fatigue. We killed them and divided the meat 

amongst the most needy which no doubt saved many from actual starvation and death.  Had it not 

been for the Indians, many would have died of hunger.  

By the time we got to the Cariboo there were a number of the overland party lost. How many I 

cannot state as they all did not take the same course on this side of the mountains. I with 60 others 

came down the Fraser River. I was first down and only saw 2 sink beneath the waters of the mighty 

Fraser. Three of the party behind met with the same fate which made 5 lost on the Fraser from our 

group.  

Staking the Claim 

We finally arrived in the Cariboo in September. The first thing we did was give William $5 to go 

60 miles up further to pay the license for a claim. He found us a good one on the far famed Williams 

Creek.  After speaking with some of the locals we learned that in the Cariboo there was very little 

gold on the surface.  You had to dig a deep mine to get to 

it and this took a lot of money to do.  We were told you 

needed about 5 or 6 hundred dollars at least to find any 

gold. Then you had to sink a hole from 50 to 60 feet and line 

it like a well and shovel under ground until you find the lead. 

It took 6 or 8 men to work a claim right. We intended to try 

next spring.   

 I camped at Green Lake that first winter.  My camp 

was 27 men - all Canadian but 4. Things were expensive 

there and I paid 8¢ per lb for flour 90¢ for bacon beans, 75¢ 

salt, 1$ rice, 75¢ sugar, 90¢ tea, 3$ tobacco. To make some 

money, a few other men and I worked on the roads for 40$ 

per month. They offered us $57 to work on Sunday but I 

couldn’t bring myself to do that. 

Town of Yale on the Fraser River in the 1860s 

Neversweat Mine at Williams Creek 
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Life in the Cariboo 

I spent the next four years working claims 

in the summer and finding odd jobs in the other 

months in different towns in the area. Although I 

had some money it was very expensive to mine 

for gold.  One year cost me $14000 for the 

whole mining company.  But I believed there 

was plenty of gold there even though it was on-

ly one out of 100 could find it and there were 

only 3 months of summer that you could look since the weather was so 

rainy and cold.   

The weather was always something to live with.  Winters could be especially hard but even in 

summer things weren’t easy.  The buildings in the Cariboo towns were raised on posts to protect them 

from the flash floods.  The nicer parts of town had wooden plank sidewalks as a break from the ever-

lasting mud.   

In the winter it was often difficult to find jobs that paid 

well.  I spent some time in Victoria, one of the larger 

cities in this least wild and extensive country. There I 

was offered $4 per day to work at James mill or $3 for 

making shingles.  I also worked in other places building 

bridges, chimneys, wharves, making fences, and 

painting letters.  At one job making business cards I 

cut my finger on the saw.  This ended up costing me a 

lot of money because the doctor had to bandage it 

four times and I couldn’t work for two weeks.   

 It took a tough man to cross Canada and sur-

vive in the Cariboo.  There were mostly men there and 

many were not the honest kind.  Here all gambling 

and drinking was seen to a great 

extent.   It was nothing to hear about men pulling pistols on each other 

and it was an every day occurrence among the class of gamblers. Most 

of the crimes that I heard of were caused by drinking or greed.  Judge 

Begbie, who they called the hanging judge, kept law and order in the 

gold fields.  He would travel to each town and set up his tent and hold 

court dressed in his black robes with a wig and black cap.  One time on 

my way from the Cariboo I believe I passed by his work when I saw four 

Indians hung for helping kill nine white men.  I also heard about a man 

who was sentenced to death for murder.  

 I’ve met many interesting men here from all parts of the 

world.  There are quite a few Chinamen working claims.  They are well 

known for working hard saving their money.  Even though they aren’t 

treated well, they are very persistent and often make more money be-

cause they don’t waste it like so many of the white men I’ve seen. 

 

Cameron Claim at Williams Creek 

Royal Engineers Theatre in New Westminster 1860s 

Judge Matthew Begbie 
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To get from the Cariboo to New Westminster we usu-

ally came to Yale to catch the steamer.  In January 1866 I 

stayed too long in the Cariboo by the time I reached Yale 

the steamer had stopped running and we had to hire Indi-

ans to bring us in a canoe. There were eight of us, and we 

found ourselves surrounded by ice floating, crushing and breaking - 

carrying us where it pleased. We made 50 miles to Harrison the first day but the second day only 

made it 30 miles. The ice surrounded us and carried us where it pleased until we made it back to land. 

We finally abandoned the canoes and took to the woods making from 3 to 8 miles a day until we 

reached New Westminster. It took us 5 days to travel 30 miles. We had to stop at Indian houses. They 

treated us very well.  I swore there that I would never be caught like that again.  

One summer I was working my claim when I heard of a rich claim struck on the mountain op-

posite Richfield. A man who was a mining partner of mine was there when they found the gold and 

immediately staked out 4 claims for us.  I was pleased to find that I was the possessor of a claim on the 

top of a hill where the water could not trouble me and more fortunate still joining a rich claim. We 

went to work faithfully at it, sunk a shaft, found the bedrock but not a colour of the precious metal. 

Then we ran drifts (or tunnels) through it but no gold there. We spent our last dollar looking for more. 

We were all bitterly disappointed and I more disappointed than anyone deprived of seeing the home 

and friends. It was 1865 by this time and I was sorely missing my home in Ontario and my family there. I 

wanted to make them proud and send home some of the gold that I found. 

Moving On 

By 1866 I was ready to give up looking for gold in the Cariboo.  I had stayed in touch with my 

cousins even though we were often in different places. John found a little gold but had run out of 

money and stayed too long in the Cariboo in winter and frozen his feet badly.  He lost all the toes on 

his right foot and now walks with a crutch.  That summer I heard that gold was found in Big Bend Ore-

gon so in the fall I packed up and moved there with William.  This turned out to be a good decision as 

we did eventually have success. While we never got rich from gold I will never forget the excitement 

of those days.  And in the end I did get lucky as I found my wife in Oregon and eventually settled 

there, working out my days as a carpenter.  

Yale Stage Coach 1860s gold washing 1868 

Photographs in this story from Collections Canada and the Vancouver Archives. 

Grounded steamer in Esquimalt after the Gold Rush 


