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Felice Pedroni (Felix Pedro)
1858-1910
This month’s essay deals with a slightly different subject than we have discussed before. Thanks
to Cenacolista Ron Fenolio’s recommendation, I wish to look at the life of an Italian immigrant
whose discovery of gold in the then-remote Tanana River valley of interior Alaska sparked the
1902 Fairbanks gold rush, which resulted in the development of Alaska’s largest gold district,
frequently referred to by chroniclers of the day as “America’s Klondike.” Thus, he played an important role in the founding of Fairbanks, Alaska.
Felice Pedroni (known to most Americans as Felix Pedro) was
born on April 16, 1858. (So, this month he would have turned
161 years old). He was born into a family of subsistence farmers
in the small village of Trignano, which was administrated by
Fanano, a town and commune located in the province of Modena in Italy’s Emilia-Romagna region. He was the youngest of
six boys in his family. Very little is known about his early life
growing up. What we do know is that the dearth of information
suggests that his early life was not much out of the ordinary for
his time and social class.
Pedroni left home in 1881 following the death of his father, and
arrived in New York City where he quickly assumed the name
“Felix Pedro.” Pedroni traveled across the North American
continent, working in New York City, Ohio, Washington State, as well as British Columbia
and Yukon Territory in Canada. On his 20-year westward trek, he also worked in the silver
mines of Colorado and the coal mines of Utah. In each locale, he would work until he had
earned enough money to travel again.
In the spring of 1892, he set out with Giovanni and Francesco Costa to explore Canada for
gold. They didn’t find any gold then, so in the fall of 1893, they traveled into the Yukon Territory, but even here they had little luck. Pedroni finally reached Alaska sometime in the early
1890s, before the 1893 Circle gold rush and the 1896 Klondike gold rush, both in Alaska.
By 1895, Pedroni had set his sights on the Tanana River Basin, located in central Alaska. Even
though the discovery of gold in 1896 in the Klondike region of southeastern Alaska precipitated a gold rush of rabid gold-seekers, he persisted in his desire to try the Tanana River Basin.
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When he worked the Circle rush, Pedroni first prospected the Fortymile district of the Yukon
near the Canadian border. During the summer of 1898, he accompanied a young engineer on a
trip out of the Fortymile region and down the Tanana River. They explored a tributary of the
Tanana and on a branch of this tributary, Piledriver Slough, near what is today the community
of Salcha, Alaska. Pedroni panned the sand bars for placer gold while the engineer examined
a wide quartz vein that was showing in the wall of the valley. It was here that Pedroni found
prospects of placer gold “which appeared to be very good.” He wanted to remain in the area
and prospect for more gold, but with the approach of winter, the two were forced to make their
way over the mountains and back into the Forty Mile region. Without the aid of a topographic
map, Pedroni tried to remember landmarks such as the junction of streams, the presence of an
Indian village, and prominent topographic features that could be used as aids to assist him in
finding this rich, gold-bearing creek at some later date.
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During 1899 and 1900, Pedroni made several attempts to locate the
creek that he had discovered in 1898, but was unsuccessful. In 1901,
a well-known prospector, Tom Gilmore, joined Pedroni on a prospecting trip to search again for the elusive discovery. During late
June in 1901, Pedroni and Gilmore left their Eagle Creek base in
the Circle district. The partners started out in a southwesterly direction, which they intended to follow as far as the Tanana River.
A few days later, they lost the compass that they used to set their
course and they decided to follow the ridge line between the Chena
and Chatanika Rivers. In about four days, they reached Fish Creek,
where they began prospecting once again. They found some golden
colors in the stream gravels, and they began taking some gold out of these gravels. (Thus, the
first gold to be taken from creek placers of the Fairbanks district by a European immigrant
was panned by Pedroni from a bar situated about one mile from the mouth of Fish Creek). The
partners did not consider the find a very good indication of commercial placer gold deposits
in the creek. But the mere fact that gold had been found served to encourage them to keep looking
for more places.
Leaving Fish Creek, they crossed over the divide (Pedroni had to climb to the top of what
became known as Pedro Dome), and continued downstream along Fox Gulch to a point about a
mile below the site of what became Fox settlement. Here, they found a promising amount of gold
by panning the river bars. This widespread occurrence of “colors” over the area served to indicate
to them something of the vast extent of the area of gold through which they were passing. At Fox
Gulch, Pedroni and Gilmore were joined by several more prospectors based in Circle. Swinging
off Goldstream Creek, the party climbed to the top of Ester Dome with the idea that from this
point, they could survey the country and make plans for further prospecting.
On August 26, 1901, while they were on the summit of Ester Dome, the prospectors sighted puffs of
black smoke rising from a boat slowly coming up Chena Slough. Using field glasses, they were able
to read the name of the boat on its pilot house— Lavelle Young. They recognized the boat as a trading boat, one that ferried supplies around the waterways of the region. The prospectors desperately
needed provisions, and here was an opportunity to obtain some of what they needed. After about
three days of threading their horse pack train through swamps, heavy timber, and silt-cut streams,
they reached a point on Noyes Slough, about two miles from where the Lavelle Young was tied. From
here, Pedroni and another man of the party went on foot to meet the boat. By the time they had arrived at the boat, the provisions had been unloaded on the north side of the Slough, and the two prospectors were able to get what they needed. (It should be noted that Pedroni and his companions had
traversed across the upper reaches of Ester Creek, where some of the richest and shallowest gravel
in the Fairbanks district would later be found, but the group did not stop to prospect the area).
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The Lavell Young, the first commercial steamboat to navigate the Chena River, 1901.
Drawing by Ray Bonnell www.pingostudio.us.; as published on www.newsminer.com.

Meanwhile, the Lavelle Young had had an interesting adventure to reach this point where Pedroni and his friend had found it. Trader and sometimes prospector ET Barnette had started
from St. Michael at the mouth of the Yukon River in the Lavelle Young, under the command
of Capt. Charles Adams, with the purpose of starting a trading post at Bates Rapids, which
was at the junction of the Tanana and Delta Rivers. However, the rapids in the river prevented
the 150-foot long boat from reaching this destination. So, with the plan to navigate around the
rapids on another waterway, the boat returned to the mouth of Chena Slough and followed up
the slough until the Lavelle Young finally ran aground at the present site of Fairbanks, Alaska.
Stuck in this position, Barnette made an agreement with Captain Adams that Barnette, his
wife Isabelle, five hired hands, and 130 tons of supplies would be unloaded on the riverbank
to make it possible for the Lavelle Young to be ungrounded. Once the boat was ungrounded,
however, Adams refused to reload the supplies and continue upstream; instead, he decided to
sail away downstream with his crew. Later, in describing the incident, Adams recalled: “We
left Barnette furious; and his wife was weeping on the bank.”
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Barnette’s anger was somewhat abated when his first customers arrived only a few hours
after the Lavelle Young had departed. Pedroni and his fellow-prospector stumbled into the
area, bought the supplies they needed, and headed back into the wilderness again. Eventually,
Barnette’s party quickly built two log cabins and set up a series of tents, thereby establishing
their new trading post at this spot. The new post would first be named “Chenoa City”; later
this was changed to “Barnette’s Cache.”
Returning to the other prospectors who had been left behind at Noyes Slough, Pedroni and
his now re-provisioned party advanced approximately 70 miles to the southeast. September
found them on a creek that Pedroni believed was his “lost creek” from his earlier exploration. It was named “ ‘98 Creek” in memory of his discovery three years before. With the onset
of early winter, Pedroni, accompanied by three of the other prospectors, headed back to the
Circle district to get a more substantial amount of supplies. He and his three companions experienced many difficulties in this trek back to the Circle district. Winter was coming and the
autumn rains had swollen the rivers, making their crossings difficult and dangerous. All but
one of their pack horses died, and a dog that was packing their remaining food strayed off and
lost his pack. Tired and hungry, the prospectors nearly succumbed to the elements, but finally reached their Eagle Creek
base, having nothing but “dough-gobs” (clumps of raw dough)
to eat for the last three days of travel.
News of Pedroni’s gold discovery spread like wildfire, and
prospectors from the Circle district descended on ‘98 Creek.
They began earnestly excavating through frozen muck during the winter of 1901-02. They found “golden colors” from
the top to the bottom of holes that had been dug into frozen gravels, but the final results were far from encouraging. The prospectors were discouraged with the new Tanana Region to which Pedroni had introduced them.
Plate depicting placer mining from Gilmore and Pedroni anxiously tried to persuade these new,
the 1556 book De re metallica.
Circle-based prospectors to accompany them back to the goldbearing creeks near Barnette’s Cache, which was 70 miles to the northwest. But the newcomers had grown distrustful of Pedroni and Gilmore with the failure to find paying quantities of
gold in ‘98 Creek. So, they refused to accompany them on a “wild man’s chase,” and returned
to the Circle district.
In the spring of 1902, Pedroni and Gilmore returned to Barnette’s Cache, and spent nearly all
of their remaining money to replenish their supplies. But before they left a prospecting camp
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at Fish Creek, an Indian child from a nearby village became seriously injured when a sharpened willow shoot pierced his thigh. Pedroni, competent in field medical procedures, acted
as “medicine man” and successfully administered first aid to the child. This act established a
solid friendship with the Indians of the area and brought the two prospectors into their confidence. They told Pedroni and Gilmore to “go up to the next creek, where plenty of gold would
be found.” Although Fairbanks Creek looked better to them, Pedroni and Gilmore took the
advice of the Indians and prospected what later became known as Bear Creek. Although
they discovered some gold there, by the end of spring they didn’t have much to show for their
efforts. They were left with just enough money to fund only one prospector during the summer—not two. They decided that Gilmore should return to the Circle district; Pedroni would
stay to prospect the Tanana region north of Barnette’s Cache for the remainder of the season.
On or about July 22, 1902, while prospecting in a small unnamed stream (now known as Pedro
Creek) northeast of Fairbanks, near the junction of Gilmore Creek and Goldstream Creek,
Pedroni sank a shaft 14 feet deep to bedrock and panned the bedrock surface. He found paying
quantities of gold here, just 12 miles northeast of Barnette’s Cache, prompting Felice Pedroni
to exhort a famous saying: “There’s gold in them there hills.” But, instead of claiming everything for himself, Pedroni summoned back his partner Tom Gilmore and other colleagues
from the Circle district to this fresh discovery area north of Barnette’s Cache, and all staked
their claims in the new mining district.

The news of Pedroni’s discovery quickly spread. Business was booming for Barnette in
the Tanana region, but he wanted more. Barnette dispatched an employee, a Japanese
adventurer named Jujiro Wada (above), to Dawson City in the Yukon, to spread the news of
Pedroni’s strike in order to drum up business. On January 17, 1903, Dawson’s Yukon Sun
newspaper published a story entitled “Rich Strike Made in the Tanana.” Within two days, the
story made the front page of the New York Times* and the Fairbanks Gold Rush was on! Over
1,000 more prospectors braved −53°F temperatures in a stampede to the Fairbanks gold fields.
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*You can see the archival front
page here with a login ID for the
New York Times.
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Although some uncertainty about the value of Pedroni’s discovery persisted for a time, partly
due to the extreme depth of the gold placers, it became evident that a major new mining district
had been discovered. On September 8th, 1902, at the request of Judge James Wickersham, the
camp (or district) and later the town had been named Fairbanks, after Wickersham’s mentor, U.S. Senator Charles W. Fairbanks of Indiana, who would become Theodore Roosevelt’s
Vice President in 1905. Mining camps at Cleary, Olnes, Chatanika, Fox, and Ester sprung up
around the gold-bearing streams in the Fairbanks district. By 1908, Fairbanks became the
largest city in the Alaska Territory.
During the eight years after he had discovered gold in 1902, Pedroni worked his mine, married
Mary Doran, fought off lawsuits about the ownership of the lands of his claims, and with his
wife, protected their rights as claim owners despite his dwindling health.
Felice Pedroni died at the age of 52 in St. Joseph’s Hospital, Fairbanks, Alaska on July 22, 1910
(exactly eight years to the day after he made his Pedro Creek discovery.) Initially, the cause
of death was listed as a heart attack. However, this was disputed by his business associate,
Vincenzo Gambiani, who argued that Pedroni never suffered from any heart problems and
suspected Pedroni’s widow, Mary Doran, of foul play. (Years later on his own death bed, Gambiani was asked once again about the death of Pedroni. Unable to speak, he wrote only two
words: “moglie veleno” (“wife poison”). Following Pedroni’s death, his body was embalmed
and shipped to San Francisco, where it was buried in Colma. On October 12, 1972, Felice
Pedroni’s body was found, exhumed, and moved to Italy, where an autopsy was performed.
Analysis of hair samples reportedly supported the conclusion that Felice Pedroni, a.k.a. Felix
Pedro, had been murdered. His remains were buried again in a small cemetery in Fanano, the
town of his birth.
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Although there will always be some controversy about how he died and at whose hands, Felice
Pedroni earned his fame as a distinguished Alaska mining pioneer and one of the founders of
Fairbanks, Alaska. (Barnette is most often named the founder of the city, since he is the one
who had the first permanent settlement there. However, without Pedroni’s discovery of gold in
the area, there would not have been the influx of population that made the development of the
city of Fairbanks possible). During life, he was honest and well-liked, and shared his knowledge of discovery with many others.
In 1947, the Felice Pedroni Monument (left) was erected at
Mile 16.1 of the Steese Highway north of Fairbanks, near
Pedro Creek. Since that time, the annual Fairbanks Golden
Days celebration begins with a rededication of the Monument. The Alaskaland Park in mid-town Fairbanks that
was originally opened in 1967 to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of Seward’s Alaska Purchase from the Russian
Empire, was renamed Pioneer Park on July 22, 2002, on the
100th anniversary of Pedroni’s gold discovery. On that date,
Fairbanks, Alaska and Fanano, Italy became sister cities.

SPECIAL FEATURE:
RAI-TV presentation (Italian, 3 minutes).
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