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Isabella Bird

Isabella Lucy Bird (1831–1904), the daughter of a clergyman, grew up in Tattenhall, Cheshire. Early in life she suffered from a spinal complaint and in 1854 she was sent by her doctor to America and Canada to improve her health. She continued to suffer from back trouble, insomnia and depression until, at the age of forty, she set off for Australia and Hawaii where her health miraculously improved. She wrote Six Months in the Sandwich Islands (1875) and climbed the world’s largest volcano. In 1873, Isabella Bird set off for the Rocky Mountains; her letters were published in Leisure Hour in 1878 and later published in this edition in 1879. In 1881 Isabella married Dr John Bishop, who died in 1886. Other journeys led to Unbeaten Tracks in Japan (1880), The Golden Chersonese (1885), Journeys in Persia and Kurdistan (1891), Among the Tibetans (1894), Korea and Her Neighbours (1898) and The Yangtze Valley and Beyond (1899).

Isabella Bird died in Edinburgh in 1904.
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TO MY SISTER,


TO WHOM


THESE LETTERS WERE ORIGINALLY WRITTEN,


THEY ARE NOW


AFFECTIONATELY DEDICATED.
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PREFATORY NOTE.
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THESE letters, as their style sufficiently indicates, were written without the remotest idea of publication. They appeared last year in the Leisure Hour at the request of its editor, and were so favourably received that I venture to present them to the public in a separate form, as a record of very interesting travelling experiences, and of a phase of pioneer life which is rapidly passing away.








	
October 21, 1879.

	
From a Photo.









NOTE TO SECOND EDITION.


FOR the benefit of other lady travellers, I wish to explain that my “Hawaiian riding dress” is the “American Lady’s Mountain Dress,” a half-fitting jacket, a skirt reaching to the ankles, and full Turkish trousers gathered into frills which fall over the boots,—a thoroughly serviceable and feminine costume for mountaineering and other rough travelling in any part of the world. I add this explanation to the prefatory note, together with a rough sketch of the costume,1 in consequence of an erroneous statement2 in the Times of November 22d.








	
November 27, 1879.

	I. L. B.









NOTE TO THIRD EDITION.


IN consequence of the accidental omission of the date of my sojourn in the Rocky Mountains having been pointed out to me, I take this opportunity of stating that I was there in the autumn and early winter of 1873, on my way back to England from the Sandwich Islands. The Letters are a faithful picture of the country and manner of living six years ago; but I learn from friends who have travelled in Colorado during the last six months, that the prediction in the note on page 121 is being rapidly fulfilled, that log cabins are fast giving place to frame houses, and that the footprints of elk and big-horn may be searched for in vain on the dewy grass of Estes Park.








	EDINBURGH, January 16, 1880.

	I. L. B.











INTRODUCTION
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“Isabella Bird is the ideal traveller,” wrote the Spectator critic in 1879, when the first edition of A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains appeared. “There never was anybody who had adventures as well as Miss Bird.” And, considering the splendid outcrop of dauntless and extraordinary Victorian travellers, this was no mean praise. Isabella Bird was intrepid, observant, energetic, inquisitive, hardy, intelligent, unassuming, resourceful; she thrived on the rigours of nineteenth-century travel; she adapted easily and cheerfully to strangers and unfamiliar environments; she wrote with perceptive honesty about her astonishing journeys in many far-flung parts of the world. In short, the Spectator’s verdict was justified.


The single most curious aspect of Isabella’s curious life is that a woman of her background, upbringing and physique managed to accomplish what she did. Initially, she did not have a great deal going for her; but very few women in Victorian times went so far. Born in 1831, elder daughter of Edward Bird, an English clergyman related to the famous Wilberforce family, she grew up in an atmosphere of high-mindedness, earnest study and worthy causes. But she was dogged by ill-health, and spent much of her youth reclining in various chilly rectory parlours suffering from incipient spinal disease and the ‘nervous debility’ common among intelligent, high-spirited girls of the period, who were thwarted by lack of formal education and oppressed by constrictive social conventions. Her closest companion at this time, who became the centre of her emotional life, was her younger sister Henrietta, who possessed the traditionally “feminine” qualities of natural piety, docility and gentleness of spirit that Isabella conspicuously lacked.


In 1854, when Isabella was twenty-three, a perceptive doctor prescribed a long sea voyage to cure her various maladies and she took off to America, Canada – and her first taste of freedom. The freshness and vigour of the transatlantic scene immediately exhilarated her and her first book, An Englishwoman in America, published in decorous anonymity, clearly suggests both a capacity for zestful adventure and an ability to write vividly about it. Soon after her return, however, her beloved father died, and during the 1860s, she, her mother and sister led the staid, dutiful lives typical of such middle-class gentlewomen. Even in those convention-ridden circumstances Isabella couldn’t run quite true to form; she made several trips to the wild Outer Hebrides, and wrote articles about the sorry plight of the island crofters that helped arouse public sympathy for their cause. But this was small beer for one of Isabella’s capacity. She continued to suffer from insomnia, back trouble and depression until, in 1872 at the age of forty, she took off for the very Antipodes in a mood of kill-or-cure desperation.


She found Australia totally uncongenial and disappointing, and soon set sail again for the Sandwich Isles (now Hawaii) where the miracle first happened: almost as soon as she landed on those lush, carefree islands her lassitude, low spirits, aches and pains simply vanished. The dumpily-built, earnest, sickly clergyman’s daughter was metamorphosed into a traveller of boundless energy, enthusiasm and derring-do. While there, she “rioted most luxuriantly” in the “congenial life of the wilds”, she wrote to Henrietta; she slept in native grass-huts, went bullock-hunting with the cattle-men and became the second known white woman to scale the 13,650 feet high Mauna Loa, the world’s largest volcano, the ‘Matterhorn of the Pacific’.


It was this newly-fledged, newly-fired lady who, after leaving Honolulu, reached the Rocky Mountains in the autumn of 1873. At that time Colorado, where she stayed longest, was an untamed territory outside the Union, its laws and railroads in the process of being laid down, its virgin lands inhabited by hard-living, hard-drinking pioneer settlers who had only recently and brutally seized them from the Indians. Estes Park, the apogee and apotheosis of Isabella’s Rocky Mountain experience, and now a popular, easily-accessible tourist resort, was then the beautiful, isolated wilderness she so rapturously describes. As for Rocky Mountain Jim, the free-lancing, freeloading stock-raiser and trapper who nearly ensnared her heart – he and his kind would soon be as rare as the mountain lions prowling there, in territories soon to be tamed by the advances of ‘modern progress’.


The surprisingly intense relationship that developed between Isabella and her “dear desperado”, as she called Jim Nugent, was as improbable as any musical comedy plot, and more fascinating because, as far as one can judge from material still extant, it was the nearest Isabella ever came in her life to a romantic sexual passion. It is evident from her descriptions of their early encounters that she was quickly won over by the heady combination of Jim’s handsome physique, chivalrous manner, “refined” accent, theatrical flair – and dangerously violent reputation. Clearly too, the unlikely attraction was mutual.


In fact, the relationship went rather further than the published account of it suggests, for Isabella edited out a few deeply-felt passages on the subject that she wrote home for Henrietta’s eyes only. In one of them, she says Jim confessed that “… as soon as I had gone away [on her horseback expedition through the territory] he had discovered that he was attached to me and it was killing him … I was terrified. It made me shake all over and even cry. He is a man any woman might love, but no sane woman would marry.” Nor, she adds hastily, “… did he ask me to marry him.”


Nevertheless, Jim was determined to entrammel her untried emotions as long as possible, and it was following this declaration of his affection that he, “… in a rush of wild eloquence that was truly thrilling” (Letter xiv) told her the full and doubtlessly much embellished story of his “desperado’s career”. “He is so lovable and yet so terrible,” she explained to Henrietta, in extenuation of her bewitchment. Days later, when he became “ill” and she galloped to his cabin (Letter xv), she told him that, “If all circumstances on both sides had been favourable and I had loved him with my whole heart, I would not dare to trust my happiness to him because of the whisky … He said he would never say another word of love.” Soon after that, sensible Isabella, though still much attracted by this flamboyant man “with two faces”, managed to put aside the fearful prospect of “love” and tear herself away from Estes Park.


The following year, as she mentions in a footnote (Letter xvii), Jim Nugent was shot by cheery Griff Evans in a fracas, the full truth of which was never revealed. Jim himself lived long enough after the attack to claim he was shot because he refused to sell his squatter’s land to Lord Dunraven, whose agent Mr Haigh (Mr Fodder in the Letters) Isabella introduced to him as she was leaving. This explains her rather cryptic footnote in Letter xvii; what remains unexplained is the precise degree of emotional involvement that Isabella and Jim shared for a brief period. But at least and mercifully Isabella had the strength to reject the romantic dream of an almost-literal “shacking up” with her “dear desperado”, which, given their totally disparate temperaments and backgrounds, would surely have ended disastrously. Instead, a little glum, she returned to the calm security of sister Henrietta and a boating holiday on the River Ouse.


For Isabella Bird had a great deal more to do with her life than nurse the vanities and tantrums of Jim Nugent, and the first task was properly to establish herself as a writer of first-rate travel books. In 1875, her Six Months in the Sandwich Isles was published by John Murray, who remained her life-long friend and counsellor as well as publisher. The book was well received by the critics and this encouraged her to work on her American material, which first appeared serially in the genteel weekly, Leisure Hour, in 1878, entitled Letters from the Rocky Mountains. The book form appeared the following year, as did the first American edition by G. P. Putnam Sons of New York. It received rave notices on both sides of the Atlantic for its lively candour, its vivid detailing of the natural world and an “unadorned narrative” which, claimed the Spectator, was “… of more interest than most novels”.


The most “novelettish” aspect of Isabella’s expedition had been carefully expurgated of course so that, to her relief, not one critic “scented out any imagined impropriety”. Not, at least, in relation to Jim Nugent, but The Times reviewer commented that Miss Bird “… donned masculine habilments for her greater convenience” when on horseback. Isabella was absolutely furious, and apparently suggested to John Murray that, as she was a properly-clad lady who never, ever wore “masculine habilments” or in any way aspired to man’s estate, he might like to thrash The Times’ editor on her behalf? This he declined to do, and Isabella was mollified eventually by the sketch of herself in a feminine-looking riding dress, “such as is worn by ladies in Hawaii and America”, that appeared in most subsequent editions of the book. It ran to eight editions in all, the last by Putnams in 1912; long before that, Isabella Bird was thoroughly established among the most celebrated and accomplished writer-travellers of her day.


Following her adventures in the Rocky Mountains and the publication of the two books, Isabella’s health and spirits again deteriorated in the lacklustre landscapes of “dear Home” and again she fled to wilder climes – to the northern Japanese island of Hokkaido and the Native States of Malaya (the latter journey resulting in her splendidly rich The Golden Chersonese). In 1880 she faced the greatest emotional test of her life when her beloved sister Henrietta died of typhoid. “She is not – and the light, life and inspiration of my life have died with her”, she wrote to a friend. It must have been partly on the rebound that the following year she married (dressed in deep mourning!) a long-devoted admirer, Dr John Bishop, a man as unlike Jim Nugent as it was possible to imagine. Conscientiously, Isabella took on the role of a respectable doctor’s wife, but that many recognised its inherent unsuitability for her is suggested by a malicious story current at the time: Mrs Bishop, it was said, had intended to travel to New Guinea next, but gave up the idea because it wasn’t the sort of place you could take a man to!


However, her kindly, mild-mannered husband lived but five years and in 1889, three years after his death when she was nearing sixty and was disconcertingly free from all emotional and family ties, Isabella embarked alone upon a number of truly intrepid expeditions into little-charted territory. Mounted on Arab horses, yaks, mountain ponies, she travelled in western Tibet and Ladakh, across the deserts of Persia and Kurdistan, into the isolated mountains of the Korean peninsula and, by junk and carry-chair, about three thousand miles through the remotest Chinese provinces. She left the Far East finally and with great reluctance in 1898, but even then she couldn’t settle down in England. In her seventieth year she went on a last madcap fling to Morocco to visit the Berber Arabs in the Atlas Mountains, perched atop a huge black stallion which she mounted by climbing a ladder. In spite of all the privations and risks of her action-packed life, she died peacefully in bed in Edinburgh in 1904.


None of the later works, which describe the many journeys Isabella made after Henrietta’s death, have the sparkle, the spontaneous, warm human understanding of her early books, of which A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains is the prime example. She had no one special to write her travel-letters to and for any more, and, from then on, she wrote, “The enjoyment though not the interest of travel has died out.” Nor was she ever again remotely tempted by a man of Jim Nugent’s ilk. Yet, the very fact that a woman of her age, background and education was once so tempted suggests the very disparate strains in her own personality.


Throughout her life, in the same small, squarish frame, there dwelt, on the one hand, the frail, decorous Victorian gentlewoman and, as she wrote to Henrietta from the Rockies, the indefatigable traveller with “an unconstrained manner and an up-to-anything, free-legged air”; the doctor’s wife, firm upholder of the moral and social standards of her time, and the keen observer who described objectively (or with only occasional censure) the most outlandish customs, the most peculiar notions held by people on the opposite side of the world. Probably the most painful of Isabella’s internal conflicts was between the conscientious Christian well schooled in the paths of duty, unselfishness and righteousness, and the “adventuress” – amoral, self-centred, unshockable, with a great lust for freedom and pleasure of all kinds who climbed the highest peaks in sight and warmed to the glint in Jim Nugent’s eye.


Nor was Isabella ever able to reconcile these differing strains which, though they cost her much personal stress, undoubtedly goaded her into accomplishing as much as she did. It was sometimes said of her that she should have been a man – as it was said of many Victorian women of similar capacity and intellect who had to fight to assert their rights to an individual, independent way of living. Had Isabella been male her life would undoubtedly have been easier and perhaps happier; certainly it would not have been so original, so inspiring to the fainter-hearted, so well worth our remembering today.


Pat Barr, London 1981




LETTER I.






Lake Tahoe—Morning in San Francisco—Dust—A Pacific Mail-Train—Digger Indians—Cape Horn—A Mountain Hotel—A Pioneer—A Truckee Livery Stable—A Mountain Stream—Finding a Bear—Tahoe.








LAKE TAHOE, September 2.


I HAVE found a dream of beauty at which one might look all one’s life and sigh. Not lovable, like the Sandwich Islands, but beautiful in its own way! A strictly North American beauty—snow-splotched mountains, huge pines, red-woods, sugar pines, silver spruce; a crystalline atmosphere, waves of the richest colour; and a pine-hung lake which mirrors all beauty on its surface. Lake Tahoe is before me, a sheet of water twenty-two miles long by ten broad, and in some places 1700 feet deep. It lies at a height of 6000 feet, and the snow-crowned summits which wall it in are from 8000 to 11,000 feet in altitude. The air is keen and elastic. There is no sound but the distant and slightly musical ring of the lumberer’s axe.


It is a weariness to go back, even in thought, to the clang of San Francisco, which I left in its cold morning fog early yesterday, driving to the Oakland ferry through streets with side-walks heaped with thousands of cantaloupe and water-melons, tomatoes, cucumbers, squashes, pears, grapes, peaches, apricots,—all of startling size as compared with any I ever saw before. Other streets were piled with sacks of flour, left out all night, owing to the security from rain at this season. I pass hastily over the early part of the journey, the crossing the bay in a fog as chill as November, the number of “lunch baskets,” which gave the car the look of conveying a great picnic party, the last view of the Pacific, on which I had looked for nearly a year, the fierce sunshine and brilliant sky inland, the look of long rainlessness, which one may not call drought, the valleys with sides crimson with the poison oak, the dusty vineyards, with great purple clusters thick among the leaves, and between the vines great dusty melons lying on the dusty earth. From off the boundless harvest-fields the grain was carried in June, and it is now stacked in sacks along the track, awaiting freightage. California is a “land flowing with milk and honey.” The barns are bursting with fulness. In the dusty orchards the apple and pear branches are supported, that they may not break down under the weight of fruit; melons, tomatoes, and squashes of gigantic size lie almost unheeded on the ground; fat cattle, gorged almost to repletion, shade themselves under the oaks; superb “red” horses shine, not with grooming, but with condition; and thriving farms everywhere show on what a solid basis the prosperity of the “Golden State” is founded. Very uninviting, however rich, was the blazing Sacramento Valley, and very repulsive the city of Sacramento, which, at a distance of 125 miles from the Pacific, has an elevation of only thirty feet. The mercury stood at 103° in the shade, and the fine white dust was stifling.


In the late afternoon we began the ascent of the Sierras, whose saw-like points had been in sight for many miles. The dusty fertility was all left behind, the country became rocky and gravelly, and deeply scored by streams bearing the muddy wash of the mountain gold-mines down to the muddier Sacramento. There were long broken ridges and deep ravines, the ridges becoming longer, the ravines deeper, the pines thicker and larger, as we ascended into a cool atmosphere of exquisite purity, and before six P.M. the last traces of cultivation and the last hardwood trees were left behind.


At Colfax, a station at a height of 2400 feet, I got out and walked the length of the train. First came two great gaudy engines, the Grizzly Bear and the White Fox, with their respective tenders loaded with logs of wood, the engines with great, solitary, reflecting lamps in front above the cow-guards, a quantity of polished brass-work, comfortable glass houses, and well-stuffed seats for the engine-drivers. The engines and tenders were succeeded by a baggage-car, a mail-car, and Wells, Fargo, and Co.’s express-car, the latter loaded with bullion and valuable parcels, and in charge of two “express agents.” Each of these cars is forty-five feet long. Then came two cars loaded with peaches and grapes; then two “silver palace” cars, each sixty feet long; then a smoking-car, at that time occupied mainly by Chinamen; and then five ordinary passenger-cars, with platforms like all the others, making altogether a train about 700 feet in length. The platforms of the four front cars were clustered over with Digger Indians, with their squaws, children, and gear. They are perfect savages, without any aptitude for even aboriginal civilisation, and are altogether the most degraded of the ill-fated tribes which are dying out before the white races. They were all very diminutive, five feet one inch being, I should think, about the average height, with flat noses, wide mouths, and black hair, cut straight above the eyes and hanging lank and long at the back and sides. The squaws wore their hair thickly plastered with pitch, and a broad band of the same across their noses and cheeks. They carried their infants on their backs, strapped to boards. The clothing of both sexes was a ragged, dirty combination of coarse woollen cloth and hide, the moccasins being unornamented. They were all hideous and filthy, and swarming with vermin. The men carried short bows and arrows, one of them, who appeared to be the chief, having a lynx’s skin for a quiver. A few had fishing-tackle, but the bystanders said that they lived almost entirely upon grasshoppers. They were a most impressive incongruity in the midst of the tokens of an omnipotent civilisation.


The light of the sinking sun from that time glorified the Sierras, and as the dew fell, aromatic odours made the still air sweet. On a single track, sometimes carried on a narrow ledge excavated from the mountain side by men lowered from the top in baskets, overhanging ravines from 2000 to 3000 feet deep, the monster train snaked its way upwards, stopping sometimes in front of a few frame houses, at others where nothing was to be seen but a log cabin with a few Chinamen hanging about it, but where trails on the sides of the ravines pointed to a gold country above and below. So sharp and frequent are the curves on some parts of the ascent, that on looking out of the window one could seldom see more than a part of the train at once. At Cape Horn, where the track curves round the ledge of a precipice 2500 feet in depth, it is correct to be frightened, and a fashion of holding the breath and shutting the eyes prevails, but my fears were reserved for the crossing of a trestle-bridge over a very deep chasm, which is itself approached by a sharp curve. This bridge appeared to be overlapped by the cars so as to produce the effect of looking down directly into a wild gulch, with a torrent raging along it at an immense depth below.


Shivering in the keen, frosty air near the summit-pass of the Sierras, we entered the “snow-sheds,” wooden galleries, which for about fifty miles shut out all the splendid views of the region, as given in dioramas, not even allowing a glimpse of “the Gem of the Sierras,” the lovely Donner Lake. One of these sheds is twenty-seven miles long. In a few hours the mercury had fallen from 103° to 29°, and we had ascended 6987 feet in 105 miles! After passing through the sheds, we had several grand views of a pine-forest on fire before reaching Truckee at 11 P.M., having travelled 258 miles. Truckee, the centre of the “lumbering region” of the Sierras, is usually spoken of as “a rough mountain town,” and Mr. W. had told me that all the roughs of the district congregated there, that there were nightly pistol affrays in bar-rooms, etc., but as he admitted that a lady was sure of respect, and Mr. G. strongly advised me to stay and see the lakes, I got out, much dazed, and very stupid with sleep, envying the people in the sleeping-car, who were already unconscious on their luxurious couches. The cars drew up in a street—if street that could be called which was only a wide, cleared space, intersected by rails, with here and there a stump, and great piles of sawn logs bulking big in the moonlight, and a number of irregular clap-board, steep-roofed houses, many of them with open fronts, glaring with light and crowded with men. We had pulled up at the door of a rough Western hotel, with a partially open front, being a bar-room crowded with men drinking and smoking, and the space between it and the cars was a moving mass of loafers and passengers. On the tracks, engines, tolling heavy bells, were mightily moving, the glare from their cyclopean eyes dulling the light of a forest which was burning fitfully on a mountain side; and on open spaces great fires of pine-logs were burning cheerily, with groups of men round them. A band was playing noisily, and the unholy sound of tom-toms was not far off. Mountains—the sierras of many a fireside dream—seemed to wall in the town, and great pines stood out, sharp and clear cut, against a sky in which a moon and stars were shining frostily.


It was a sharp frost at that great height, and when an “irrepressible nigger,” who seemed to represent the hotel establishment, deposited me and my carpetbag in a room which answered for “the parlour,” I was glad to find some remains of pine knots still alight in the stove. A man came in and said that when the cars were gone he would try to get me a room, but they were so full that it would be a very poor one. The crowd was solely masculine. It was then 11.30 P.M., and I had not had a meal since 6 A.M.; but when I asked hopefully for a hot supper, with tea, I was told that no supper could be got at that hour; but in half an hour the same man returned with a small cup of cold, weak tea, and a small slice of bread, which looked as if it had been much handled.


I asked the negro factotum about the hire of horses, and presently a man came in from the bar who, he said, could supply my needs. This man, the very type of a western pioneer, bowed, threw himself into a rocking-chair, drew a spittoon beside him, cut a fresh quid of tobacco, began to chew energetically, and put his feet, cased in miry high boots, into which his trousers were tucked, on the top of the stove. He said he had horses which would both “lope” and trot, that some ladies preferred the Mexican saddle, that I could ride alone in perfect safety; and after a route had been devised, I hired a horse for two days. This man wore a pioneer’s badge as one of the earliest settlers of California, but he had moved on as one place after another had become too civilised for him, “but nothing,” he added, “was likely to change much in Truckee.” I was afterwards told that the usual regular hours of sleep are not observed there. The accommodation is too limited for the population of 2000,1 which is masculine mainly, and is liable to frequent temporary additions, and beds are occupied continuously, though by different occupants, throughout the greater part of the twenty-four hours. Consequently I found the bed and room allotted to me quite tumbled-looking. Men’s coats and sticks were hanging up, miry boots were littered about, and a rifle was in one corner. There was no window to the outer air, but I slept soundly, being only once awoke by an increase of the same din in which I had fallen asleep, varied by three pistol-shots fired in rapid succession.


This morning Truckee wore a totally different aspect. The crowds of the night before had disappeared. There were heaps of ashes where the fires had been. A sleepy German waiter seemed the only person about the premises, the open drinking-saloons were nearly empty, and only a few sleepy-looking loafers hung about in what is called the street. It might have been Sunday; but they say that it brings a great accession of throng and jollity. Public worship has died out at present; work is discontinued on Sunday, but the day is given up to pleasure. Putting a minimum of indispensables into a bag, and slipping on my Hawaiian riding-dress over a silk skirt, and a dust-cloak over all, I stealthily crossed the plaza to the livery-stable, the largest building in Truckee, where twelve fine horses were stabled in stalls on each side of a broad drive. My friend of the evening before showed me his “rig,” three velvet-covered side-saddles almost without horns. Some ladies, he said, used the horn of the Mexican saddle, but none “in this part” rode cavalier fashion. I felt abashed. I could not ride any distance in the conventional mode, and was just going to give up this splendid “ravage,” when the man said, “Ride your own fashion; here, at Truckee, if anywhere in the world, people can do as they like.” Blissful Truckee! In no time a large grey horse was “rigged out” in a handsome silver-bossed Mexican saddle, with ornamental leather tassels hanging from the stirrup-guards, and a housing of black bear’s-skin. I strapped my silk skirt on the saddle, deposited my cloak in the corn-bin, and was safely on the horse’s back before his owner had time to devise any way of mounting me. Neither he nor any of the loafers who had assembled showed the slightest sign of astonishment, but all were as respectful as possible.


Once on horseback my embarrassment disappeared, and I rode through Truckee, whose irregular, steep-roofed houses and shanties, set down in a clearing, and surrounded closely by mountain and forest, looked like a temporary encampment, passed under the Pacific Railroad, and then for twelve miles followed the windings of the Truckee river, a clear, rushing, mountain stream, in which immense pine logs had gone aground not to be floated off till the next freshet, a loud-tongued, rollicking stream of ice-cold water, on whose banks no ferns or trailers hang, and which leaves no greenness along its turbulent progress. All was bright with that brilliancy of sky and atmosphere, that blaze of sunshine and universal glitter, which I never saw till I came to California, combined with an elasticity in the air which removes all lassitude, and gives one spirit enough for anything. On either side of the Truckee great sierras rose like walls, castellated, embattled, rifted, skirted and crowned with pines of enormous size, the walls now and then breaking apart to show some snow-slashed peak rising into a heaven of intense, unclouded, sunny blue. At this altitude of 6000 feet one must learn to be content with varieties of coniferœ, for, except for aspens, which spring up in some places where the pines have been cleared away, and for cotton-woods, which at a lower level fringe the streams, there is nothing but the bear cherry, the raspberry, the gooseberry, the wild grape, and the wild currant. None of these grew near the Truckee, but I feasted my eyes on pines1 which, though not so large as the Wellingtonia of the Yosemite, are really gigantic, attaining a height of 250 feet, their huge stems, the warm red of cedar wood, rising straight and branchless for a third of their height, their diameter from seven to fifteen feet, their shape that of a larch, but with the needles long and dark, and cones a foot long. Pines cleft the sky; they were massed wherever level ground occurred; they stood over the Truckee at right angles, or lay across it in prostrate grandeur. Their stumps and carcasses were everywhere; and smooth “shoots” on the sierras marked where they were shot down as “felled timber,” to be floated off by the river. To them this wild region owes its scattered population, and the sharp ring of the lumberer’s axe mingles with the cries of wild beasts and the roar of mountain torrents.


The track is a soft, natural, waggon road, very pleasant to ride on. The horse was much too big for me, and had plans of his own; but now and then, where the ground admitted of it, I tried his heavy “lope” with much amusement. I met nobody, and passed nothing on the road but a freight waggon, drawn by twenty-two oxen, guided by three fine-looking young men, who had some difficulty in making room for me to pass their awkward convoy. After I had ridden about ten miles the road went up a steep hill in the forest, turned abruptly, and through the blue gloom of the great pines which rose from the ravine in which the river was then hid, came glimpses of two mountains, about 11,000 feet in height, whose bald grey summits were crowned with pure snow. It was one of those glorious surprises in scenery which make one feel as if one must bow down and worship. The forest was thick, and had an undergrowth of dwarf spruce and brambles, but as the horse had become fidgety and “scary” on the track, I turned off in the idea of taking a short cut, and was sitting carelessly, shortening my stirrup, when a great, dark, hairy beast rose, crashing and snorting, out of the tangle just in front of me. I had only a glimpse of him, and thought that my imagination had magnified a wild boar, but it was a bear. The horse snorted and plunged violently, as if he would go down to the river, and then turned, still plunging, up a steep bank, when, finding that I must come off, I threw myself off on the right side, where the ground rose considerably, so that I had not far to fall. I got up covered with dust, but neither shaken nor bruised. It was truly grotesque and humiliating. The bear ran in one direction, and the horse in another. I hurried after the latter, and twice he stopped till I was close to him, then turned round and cantered away. After walking about a mile in deep dust, I picked up first the saddle-blanket and next my bag, and soon came upon the horse, standing facing me, and shaking all over. I thought I should catch him then, but when I went up to him he turned round, threw up his heels several times, rushed off the track, galloped in circles, bucking, kicking, and plunging for some time, and then throwing up his heels as an act of final defiance, went off at full speed in the direction of Truckee, with the saddle over his shoulders and the great wooden stirrups thumping his sides, while I trudged ignominiously along in the dust, laboriously carrying the bag and saddle-blanket.


I walked for nearly an hour, heated and hungry, when to my joy I saw the ox-team halted across the top of a gorge, and one of the teamsters leading the horse towards me. The young man said that, seeing the horse coming, they had drawn the team across the road to stop him, and remembering that he had passed them with a lady on him, they feared that there had been an accident, and had just saddled one of their own horses to go in search of me. He brought me some water to wash the dust from my face, and re-saddled the horse, but the animal snorted and plunged for some time before he would let me mount, and then sidled along in such a nervous and scared way, that the teamster walked for some distance by me to see that I was “all right.” He said that the woods in the neighbourhood of Tahoe had been full of brown and grizzly bears for some days, but that no one was in any danger from them. I took a long gallop beyond the scene of my tumble to quiet the horse, who was most restless and troublesome.


Then the scenery became truly magnificent and bright with life. Crested blue-jays darted through the dark pines, squirrels in hundreds scampered through the forest, red dragon-flies flashed like “living light,” exquisite chipmonks ran across the track, but only a dusty blue lupin here and there reminded me of earth’s fairer children. Then the river became broad and still, and mirrored in its transparent depths regal pines, straight as an arrow, with rich yellow and green lichen clinging to their stems, and firs and balsam-pines filling up the spaces between them, the gorge opened, and this mountain-girdled lake lay before me, with its margin broken up into bays and promontories, most picturesquely clothed by huge sugar-pines. It lay dimpling and scintillating beneath the noonday sun, as entirely unspoilt as fifteen years ago, when its pure loveliness was known only to trappers and Indians. One man lives on it the whole year round; otherwise early October strips its shores of their few inhabitants, and thereafter, for seven months, it is rarely accessible except on snow-shoes. It never freezes. In the dense forests which bound it, and drape two-thirds of its gaunt sierras, are hordes of grizzlies, brown bears, wolves, elk, deer, chipmonks, martens, minks, skunks, foxes, squirrels, and snakes. On its margin I found an irregular wooden inn, with a lumber-waggon at the door, on which was the carcass of a large grizzly bear, shot behind the house this morning. I had intended to ride ten miles farther, but, finding that the trail in some places was a “blind” one, and being bewitched by the beauty and serenity of Tahoe, I have remained here sketching, revelling in the view from the verandah, and strolling in the forest. At this height there is frost every night of the year, and my fingers are benumbed.


The beauty is entrancing. The sinking sun is out of sight behind the western sierras, and all the pine-hung promontories on this side of the water are rich indigo, just reddened with lake, deepening here and there into Tyrian purple. The peaks above, which still catch the sun, are bright rose-red, and all the mountains on the other side are pink; and pink, too, are the far-off summits on which the snow-drifts rest. Indigo, red, and orange tints stain the still water, which lies solemn and dark against the shore, under the shadow of stately pines. An hour later, and a moon nearly full—not a pale, flat disc, but a radiant sphere—has wheeled up into the flushed sky. The sunset has passed through every stage of beauty, through every glory of colour, through riot and triumph, through pathos and tenderness, into a long, dreamy, painless rest, succeeded by the profound solemnity of the moonlight, and a stillness broken only by the night cries of beasts in the aromatic forests.
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