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    At its heart, Bruin: The Grand Bear Hunt turns on the stark encounter between human determination and the untamed sovereignty of nature, asking readers to consider how courage, curiosity, and prudence collide when a single formidable animal becomes the measure of endurance, judgment, and moral responsibility, and how the exhilaration of pursuit can sharpen the senses while also exposing the limits of mastery in a world that resists control.

Written by Mayne Reid, a nineteenth-century author renowned for adventure narratives, this work belongs to the tradition of popular fiction that brought wilderness exploits to a broad audience, including younger readers. It is an adventure novel shaped by the era’s appetite for exploration, danger, and practical knowledge. Without relying on elaborate backstory or historical digression, Reid situates the action in wild country where the presence of a great bear concentrates every tension of the hunt. The book draws on the period’s fascination with natural history and frontier testing, offering a lively, outward-facing story grounded in the physical challenges of the outdoors.

The premise is spare and compelling: a bear has been marked for pursuit, and the narrative follows the preparations, the tracking, and the hard choices that arise when humans enter the domain of a powerful creature. Readers should expect sequences of careful observation, sudden reversals, and episodes in which weather, terrain, and fear conspire to unsettle confidence. Reid balances momentum with pause, letting the hazards of the chase accumulate and then break into action. The experience is immersive rather than ornate, shaped by practical details, sensory immediacy, and a steady escalation from plan to confrontation without revealing outcomes in advance.

Reid’s storytelling emphasizes clarity and pace, a hallmark of his adventure writing. The prose favors vivid description and concrete movement, with attention to how people read signs, make decisions under pressure, and adapt when circumstances shift. Occasional explanatory passages reflect the didactic tendency of the period, offering observations about animal behavior and the workings of the wild that aim to instruct as well as entertain. The mood alternates between taut anticipation and sober reflection, keeping the focus on what the pursuit demands—alertness, cooperation, and a willingness to accept that nature does not arrange itself to suit human plans.

Key themes emerge naturally from the hunt itself. Knowledge versus bravado is a central tension: skill, patience, and respect for the quarry outweigh bluster when lives are at stake. The book also probes responsibility, as the exhilaration of tracking a dangerous animal raises questions about necessity, risk, and restraint. Camaraderie and leadership matter, since success in hazardous country depends on clear roles and mutual trust. In the background is a persistent inquiry into what it means to measure oneself against the wild—whether victory is a trophy, a lesson, or the humility that comes from acknowledging a larger, indifferent world.

For contemporary readers, the story’s relevance lies in its uneasy balance of admiration and domination. It channels nineteenth-century curiosity about the natural world while exposing attitudes toward wildlife that today invite ethical scrutiny. Those drawn to conservation debates may find in its pages a historical vantage point from which to consider how ideas about animals, peril, and sport have evolved. Adventure enthusiasts, meanwhile, will recognize the durable appeal of competence under stress, clear stakes, and the physical reality of moving through unforgiving places. The book’s questions—what we owe the creatures we pursue, and what the wild asks of us—remain pressing.

Approached as both a period piece and a living adventure, Bruin: The Grand Bear Hunt offers a lucid, fast-moving encounter with danger framed by the practical intelligence of outdoor life. It promises suspense without sensationalism, and reflection without halting the chase. Readers stepping into its pages can expect crisp scene work, escalating trials, and a measured look at courage that refuses to romanticize recklessness. Above all, it invites an attentive attention to signs—tracks, sounds, changes in weather—and to the inner measures by which people judge when to advance, when to hold back, and what it costs to stand before power unarmed by illusion.
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    Bruin: The Grand Bear Hunt opens in a northern wilderness of deep forests and broken mountains, where the brown bear rules the thickets and riverbanks. Reports of ravaged flocks and overturned beehives rouse a community to act, and a compact hunting party is organized. A seasoned woodsman leads, joined by a thoughtful observer of nature and several younger companions eager to prove themselves. Provisioned by neighbors and warned by elders, they depart with a clear purpose: to track the notorious Bruin, defend the district, and learn the animal’s ways. Early chapters establish terrain, weather, and the practical limits the hunters must respect.

The narrative pauses to detail the bear itself, distinguishing species and habits without exaggeration. The hunters review what is known about diet, hibernation, keen senses, and the heavy strength that makes close quarters perilous. They discuss seasons of pursuit, from den hunting in late winter to tracking on thawing ground, weighing risks against necessity. Ethical considerations are stated plainly: a dangerous marauder may be pursued, yet wanton cruelty is condemned. These passages serve both instruction and strategy, guiding choices about routes, timing, and how to keep livestock and people safe while minimizing needless confrontation with other creatures sharing the woods.

Preparation follows. The party selects rifles suited to cold, poleaxes and knives for emergencies, and snowshoes or skis for crossing drifts and crust. Dogs are trained to trail but not rush a cornered bear. Sledges carry food, blankets, and tools for camp and for clearing paths. Roles are assigned: scout, rear guard, cook, and quartermaster. The leader explains signals, lines of fire, and safer positions among rocks and timber. A map of ridges, ravines, frozen bogs, and sheltering spruce is marked, and alternative retreats are planned. With men and gear aligned, they set out at first light, entering the silent pines.

Tracking begins slowly, with lessons in reading sign embedded in the story. The hunters study clawed trunks, stones pried for grubs, and the broad stamp of tracks softened by wind. False leads abound. Wolverine and wolf marks mimic a smaller bear. A torn anthill suggests foraging, yet proves old. Along streams they find pools where fish once lingered and banks smoothed by heavy fur. The narrator explains how scent, wind, and sun-angle shape every decision. Days pass in measured progress, punctuated by campcraft and quiet vigilance. A faint trail becomes surer, drawing the party toward darker forest and steeper, shadowed ground.

The first close encounter proves sudden and sobering. A sleeping beast is roused by a misstep, and a blur of strength scatters brush and snow. The leader checks impetuous pursuit, calling the dogs off and pulling the younger men to cover while the bear vanishes into tangled firs. In the aftermath, the text recounts past mishaps from reckless charges and misfired shots, emphasizing patience over bravado. The men repair damaged gear, review positions, and refine their plan to avoid any narrow gorge or deadfall where the animal’s advantage is greatest. Experience tempers enthusiasm, and caution becomes their rule.

Midway, the narrative widens to the country itself. A winter gale forces a halt, and the camp becomes a setting for plain instruction about surviving cold, nursing frostbitten fingers, and preserving dogs’ paws. By firelight, local tales are told not for ornament but as warnings: dens hidden under windfall, cubs defended ferociously, and hunts lost to sudden thaws. A wolf pack tests the camp’s perimeter and is driven off with noise and flame. Between hardships, there are observant notes on elk, capercaillie, and the resinous trees that make the forest both shelter and snare. The pursuit resumes when skies clear.

Fresh sign at last points to a settled haunt: hair on rough bark, a churned hollow beneath roots, and tracks deep with recent weight. The hunters agree on a drive, not a rush, arranging a crescent of stations downwind while the scout circles to test every exit. Markers are tied to twigs to show the faint stir of air, and landmarks are counted off for retreat. The dogs move on leash, voicing softly. Rifles are uncased and primed. Each man knows his field, his fallback, and the signal that will start the push. Silence follows, long and deliberate.

The culminating scenes tighten around a thicketed ravine where the bear has laid up. Snow sheds from branches as men edge to their places, and a muted bark rolls through the trees. The drive begins, measured and steady, probing cover without haste. At the heart of the brush the great body shifts, and the page quickens with flying powder, startled dogs, and the cracking of limbs. Lines waver, reform, and hold. Strategy, restraint, and practiced nerve weigh against surprise and brute momentum. What follows turns on seconds and the steadiness of hands already numbed by cold and effort.

After the crisis, the book closes by gathering the practical lessons it has scattered along the trail. It stresses forethought, clear signals, and respect for the quarry’s power. Community necessity frames the hunt, but the tone remains attentive to the living wilderness that sustains and challenges all who enter it. The companionship of the party, the measured authority of the leader, and the discipline of method stand out as the means by which danger is faced without bravado. In its final pages, the narrative leaves readers with a durable image of endurance, order, and hard-won knowledge in a harsh land.
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    Set amid the boreal and sub-boreal forests of the nineteenth century, the narrative terrain of Bruin: The Grand Bear Hunt corresponds to northern North America—coniferous woods, muskegs, and mountain margins where brown and grizzly bears roamed. The logistics of travel by canoe, horse, and snowshoe, and the seasonal rhythms of freeze and thaw, place the action in the frontier zones of Canada and the trans-Mississippi West. This was a period of rapid territorial change, expanding settlements, and evolving game practices. Though the chase described would have been intelligible to Siberian or Scandinavian hunters, the fauna, gear, and frontier stations evoked align with the mid-century North American context in which Mayne Reid often set his works.

The westward expansion of the United States (1840s–1860s) reshaped the very landscapes where large bears survived. Key milestones—the annexation of Texas (1845), the Oregon Treaty with Britain (1846), the Mexican Cession (1848), and the California Gold Rush (1848–1855)—poured migrants along the Oregon and California Trails. Settlement intensified hunting pressure; the California grizzly (Ursus arctos californicus) would be extirpated by the early twentieth century. Figures like John “Grizzly” Adams (1812–1860), who captured and exhibited bears in the Sierra Nevada in the 1850s, popularized perilous encounters with “Old Ephraim.” The book’s celebrated “grand hunt” echoes this frontier ethos, depicting the bear both as quarry and symbol of an untamed West under accelerating human claim.

The North American fur trade provided the economic and cultural scaffolding for wilderness travel and knowledge of bears. The Hudson’s Bay Company, dominant after its 1821 merger with the North West Company, ran posts from Fort Vancouver (1825) to Fort Edmonton, under administrators like Governor George Simpson. South of the border, John Jacob Astor’s American Fur Company (1808) and the mountain-man “rendezvous” (1825–1840) in the Green River country shaped networks of trails, guides, and gear. The 1823 mauling of Hugh Glass on the Grand River (present-day South Dakota) became a touchstone of frontier bear lore. Reid’s narrative draws on this milieu—tracking methods, peltry values, and survival tactics characteristic of trappers navigating bear country.

Thomas Mayne Reid’s own military experience in the Mexican–American War (1846–1848) informed his depiction of risk, discipline, and firearms. Having emigrated from Ireland to the United States in 1830s, Reid served as a volunteer officer and was severely wounded at Chapultepec in September 1847 during General Winfield Scott’s campaign that also included Veracruz (March 1847), Cerro Gordo (April), and Contreras–Churubusco (August). This service exposed him to North American terrains and martial technologies—sharpshooting, skirmish tactics, and logistics—that he later translated into wilderness episodes. In Bruin, the tactical staging of the drive, the emphasis on marksmanship, and the chain of command within the hunting party reflect habits of mind grounded in wartime experience.

Mid-nineteenth-century advances in arms and the rise of organized sport shaped big-game hunting. Percussion caps displaced flintlocks in the 1830s; the Hawken rifle, built in St. Louis from the 1820s, equipped mountain men. The Colt revolver (patented 1836) and the Sharps rifle (1848) altered backcountry encounters, while the Minié ball (1849) improved range and lethality. In Britain, periodicals like The Field (founded 1853) codified sporting standards and safety. These innovations made coordinated drives and stopping dangerous game more feasible. Reid’s scenes of careful loading, reliable ignition, and ballistic confidence mirror this transformation, presenting a “grand hunt” that relies on contemporary hardware as much as on courage and woodcraft.

Indigenous land use and treaty regimes framed the human geography of bear country. The Treaty of Fort Laramie (1851) recognized Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho territories while guaranteeing passage along emigrant trails; the 1868 Fort Laramie treaty followed Red Cloud’s War. North of the border, Canada’s Numbered Treaties (1–7, 1871–1877) reorganized prairie and boreal access for settlers and traders. Indigenous technologies—birchbark canoes, toboggans, snowshoes—and knowledge of bear behavior underpinned safe travel and successful hunts. While Bruin centers on a dramatic pursuit, its reliance on tracking, seasonal timing, and reading sign reflects practices learned from Native guides and neighbors, even as the narrative registers the tensions of contested land and game.

Awareness of wildlife decline and early conservation emerged as frontiers closed. Market hunting, land conversion, and predator bounties reduced large mammals; the precipitous bison crash of the 1870s signaled broader ecological stress. Policy landmarks included the Yosemite Grant (1864), reserving the Mariposa Grove and Yosemite Valley to California, and the establishment of Yellowstone National Park (1872), a federal precedent for landscape and fauna protection. In Britain, changing game laws after the 1831 Game Act reflected evolving ideas of stewardship. Bruin partakes of this transitional moment: it revels in the prowess of the chase yet implicitly contemplates rarity, restraint, and the ethics of killing charismatic megafauna on a rapidly shrinking frontier.

As a social and political critique, the book exposes the contradictions of nineteenth-century expansion: the celebration of conquest set against the fragility of ecosystems and the precarious status of Indigenous knowledge. The “grand hunt” becomes a tableau of classed access to land and arms—sport for some, subsistence for others—highlighting unequal power over territory and wildlife. By foregrounding organization, discipline, and technology, Reid implicitly questions bravado and waste, privileging competence and respect over spectacle. The narrative thus comments on the moral hazards of commodifying nature and the human costs of frontier policy, allowing readers to weigh the claims of profit, prestige, and survival in an era of rapid, often violent, transformation.
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The Palace Grodonoff.

On the banks of the Neva, near the great city of Saint Petersburg, stands a splendid palace, known as the Palace Grodonoff[1]. It is the property of a Russian nobleman of that name, as it is also his place of residence. Were you to drive up to the front gate of this grand palace, you would see a coat-of-arms sculptured in granite over the entrance. In this piece of sculpture, the principal and most striking figure is a bear, with the blade of a knife buried in his breast, the haft being clutched by a human hand! Open the gate, and enter the spacious courtyard. Inside, on the right and left, you will observe two live bears—both of chestnut-brown colour, and each of them as big as a buffalo. You cannot fail to notice them, for, ten chances to one, they will rush towards you with fierce growls; and were it not that a strong chain hinders them from reaching you, you might have reason to repent having entered the courtyard of the palace Grodonoff. Look around you in the courtyard and over the different doors that open upon it; you will again see the crest of the bear, sculptured in stone; you will see it over the stables, the coach-house, the granary, the kitchens,—everywhere. You may know by all this, that it is the coat-of-arms of the Baron[2] Grodonoff, whose crest is a bear with a blade buried in its breast, and a human band clutching the haft.

You will naturally conclude that there is some history connected with this singular tableau—that it is the commemoration of some deed done by a Grodonoff, entitling him to use the bear as his heraldic device. This is quite true; and if you enter the picture-gallery of the palace, you will there behold the deed more explicitly represented, in a large oil-painting hung conspicuously in the centre of the wall. The scene of this painting is a forest of old trees, whose grey, gnarled trunks stand thickly over the ground. There is only a little open space or glade in the middle; and this is occupied by three figures, two men and a bear. The bear is between the two men; or, rather, one of the men is prostrate upon the ground—where he has been struck down by a blow from Bruin’s paw—while the huge animal stands over him reared up on his hind quarters. The other man is upon his feet, apparently engaged in a desperate wrestle with the fierce brute, and likely to prove the conqueror—as he has already buried the blade of a large hunting-knife in the animal’s breast, and directly over the region of its heart. Indeed, the shaggy monster already shows signs of succumbing. His paw has dropped from the shoulder of his antagonist, his long tongue lolls out, the blood rushes from his mouth and nostrils, and it is evident that his strength is fast forsaking him, and that he will soon sink lifeless upon the earth. You will notice that the two men who figure in the painting are very dissimilar in appearance. Both are young men, and both are in hunting costume; but so unlike in their dress, that you could not fancy they followed the same occupation. He upon the ground is richly attired. He wears a tunic of finest green cloth slashed with sable fur on the skirt, collar, and sleeves; his limbs are encased in breeches of white doeskin; and his boots, reaching nearly to his thighs, are of soft russet leather, ample at the tops. A belt around his waist is richly embroidered; and the hilt of a short hunting-sword, protruding from the sheath, appears chased and studded with jewels. A light plumed hat lies upon the ground near his head—evidently tossed off in the struggle—and beside it is a boar-spear that has been jerked out of his fingers as he fell. The whole costume is similar to that used upon the stage—when some young German or Sclavonian prince is represented as hunting the wild boar in the forests of Lithuania.

In reality it is a prince who is depicted in the group of the gallery Grodonoff—but not a German prince. He is a Russian, and the bear is the Russian bear.

The other hunter—he who had given its death-blow to the fierce quadruped—is dressed in a style entirely different. It is the costume of a fur-hunter—a trapper of sables—and consists of skin coat and cap, with a strong leathern belt round his waist, and rough boots of untanned hide upon his legs and feet. The costume is rude, and bespeaks him a peasant; but his face, as the painter has represented it, is neither common nor ill-looking. It is not so handsome as that of the prince: for he would be an unskilful artist—one utterly reckless of his own fortune—who should paint the features of a peasant as handsome as those of a prince. In Russia, as elsewhere, such an imprudent painter would be a rara avis[5] indeed.

The picture of which we are speaking is the pièce de résistance of the Grodonoff gallery. Its size and conspicuous position declare the fact; and the story attached to it will show that it merits the distinction. But for that picture, or rather the scene which it represents, there would be no Grodonoff gallery—no palace—no baron of the name. Paintings, palace, title, all have their origin in the incident there represented—the battle with the bear.

The story is simple and may be briefly told. As, already stated, he upon his back, hat off, and spear detached from his grasp, is a Russian prince—or rather was one, for at the time when our history commences he is an emperor. He had been hunting the wild boar; and, as often happens to sporting princes, had become separated from his courtier attendants. The enthusiasm of the chase had led him on, into the fastnesses of the forest, where he came suddenly face to face with a bear. Princes have their hunter ambition as well as other men; and, in hopes of tailing a trophy, this one attacked the bear with his boar-spear. But the thrust that might have penetrated the flesh of a wild boar, had no effect upon the tough thick hide of Bruin. It only irritated him; and as the brown bear will often do, he sprang savagely upon his assailant, and with his huge paw gave the prince such a “pat” upon the shoulder, as not only sent the spear shivering from his grasp, but stretched his royal highness at full length upon the grass.

Following up his advantage, the bear had bounded forward upon the prostrate body; and, no doubt, in the twinkling of a bedpost would have made a corpse of it—either squeezing the breath out of it by one of his formidable “hugs,” or tearing it to pieces with his trenchant teeth. In another moment the hope of Russia would have been extinguished; but, just at this crisis, a third figure appeared upon the scene—in the person of a young hunter—a real one—who had already been in pursuit of the bear, and had tracked him up to the spot.

On coming upon the ground, the hunter fired his gun; but, seeing that the shot was insufficient, he drew his knife and rushed upon the bear. A desperate struggle ensued, in which, as may be already anticipated, the young hunter proved victorious—having succeeded in sheathing his blade in the heart of the bear, and causing the savage quadruped to “bite the dust.”

Neither the prince nor the peasant came scathless out of the encounter. Both were well scratched; but neither had received any wound of a serious nature; and the amateur hunter rose once more to his feet, conscious of having made a very narrow escape.

I need not add that the prince was profuse in his expressions of gratitude to him who had saved his life. The young hunter was not one of his own party, but a stranger to him, whose home was in the forest where the incident occurred. But their acquaintance did not end with the adventure. The prince became an emperor—the peasant hunter a lieutenant in the Imperial Guard, afterwards a captain, a colonel, a general, and finally a baron of the empire!

His name?

Grodonoff,—he in whose palace hangs the picture we have described.
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The Baron Grodonoff.

In one of the apartments of the palace Grodonoff, behold its proprietor, the baron himself! He is seated in an old oak chair, with a heavy table of the same material in front of him. On the table is spread out a map of the world; and by the side of the chair stands a large terrestrial globe. Several shelves standing against the wails contain books; and yet the apartment is not a library in the proper sense of the word: rather is it a large oblong saloon; having three of its sides occupied by spacious glass cases, in which are exhibited objects of natural history,—birds, quadrupeds, reptiles, and insects,—all mounted in proper form and arranged in due order. It is, in fact, a museum,—a private collection—made by the baron himself; and the books that fill the shelves are works relating to natural history alone.

In a man of military aspect—an old veteran with snow-white hair, and grand moustaches of like hue—such as he who is seated at the table—you would scarce expect to meet the lover of a study so pacific in its character as that of natural history? Rather would you look to find him pouring over plans of fortifications, with the pages of Yauban spread open before him; or some history detailing the campaigns of Suwarrow, Diebitsch, Paskiewitch or Potemkin? In this instance, however, appearances were deceptive. Though the baron had proved an excellent military officer, and seen service, he was a student of Nature. His early years, spent as a hunter, had begot within him a taste for natural history; which, as soon as the opportunity offered, had become developed by study and research. It was now no longer a predilection, but a passion; and in his retirement nearly the whole of his time was devoted to his favourite study. A vast fortune, which his grateful sovereign had bestowed upon him, enabled him to command the means for gratifying his taste; and the magnificent collection by which he was surrounded gave evidence that no expense was spared in its gratification.

It was a map and globe of the world that now occupied his attention. Could these have reference to a question of natural history?

In an indirect manner they had,—and what follows will account for their presence.

A hand-bell stood upon the table. The baron rang it; and before its tingling had ceased, the door opened, and a servant entered the apartment.

“Summon my sons to attend me!”

The servant bowed, and retired.

A few minutes after, two youths entered the apartment. They appeared to be of the respective ages of sixteen and eighteen. One, the elder and taller, was of a darkish complexion, with brown waving hair, and hazel eyes. The expression of his countenance was that of a youth of firm and rather serious character; while the style of his dress, or rather his manner of wearing it, showed that he was altogether without vanity in matters of personal appearance. He was handsome withal, having that aristocratic air common to the nobility of Russia. This was Alexis.

The younger brother differed from him as much as if no kinship existed between them. He was more the son of his mother, the baroness; while Alexis inherited the features and a good deal of the disposition of his father. Ivan was a fair-haired lad, with golden locks curling over a forehead of bright blonde complexion, and cheeks that exhibited the hue of the rose. His eyes were of a deep azure-blue—such as is often seen among the Sclavonic races[4]—and their quick sparkle told that in the breast of Ivan there beat a heart brimming with bright thoughts, and ever ready for mischief and merriment, but without any admixture of malice.

Both approached their father with a serious expression of countenance. That of Alexis bespoke sincerity; while Ivan stole forward with the air of one who had been recently engaged in some sly mischief, and who was assuming a demure deportment with the design of concealing it.

A word about these two youths, and the object for which their father had summoned them into his presence. They had now been each of them more than ten years engaged in the study of books, under some of the ablest teachers that Russia could furnish. Their father himself had given much time to their instruction; and, of course, an inclination to their minds similar to that which characterised his own, but chiefly to the mind of Alexis.

The latter had imbibed a fondness for the study of nature, while Ivan was more given to admire the records of stirring events, with a strong penchant for the splendours of the world, in which he felt longing to bear a part. The nature of the books which had passed through their hands—a great number of them being books of travel—had begotten within these youths a wish to see the world, which, increasing each day, had grown into an eager desire. This desire had been often expressed in hints to their father; but at length, in a more formal manner, by means of a written petition, which the boys, after much deliberation, had drawn up and presented to him, and which was now seen lying open before him upon the table.

The petition was simply their united request, that their father would be so good as to allow them to travel and see foreign countries—where, and how, to be left to his wise guidance and discretion.

It was to receive an answer to this petition, that his sons were now summoned into his presence.
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The Sealed Orders.

“So, my youngsters!” said the baron, directing his glance upon them, “you have a desire to to travel? You wish to see the world, do you?”

“True, papa!” modestly answered Alexis; “our tutor tells us that we are sufficiently educated to go abroad; and, if you have no objection, we should very much like to make a tour.”

“What! before going to the University!”

“Why, papa! I thought you were not going to send us to the University for some time to come? Did you not say, that a year of travelling was worth ten at a University?”

“Perhaps I may have said so; but that depends upon how one travels. If you travel merely to amuse yourselves, you may go over all the world, and come back no wiser than when you started! I have known many a man return from a circumnavigation of the globe, without bringing with him the knowledge of a single fact that he might not have obtained at home. You would expect to travel in snug railway-carriages, and comfortable steam-ships, and sleep in splendid hotels—is that your expectation?”

“Oh no, papa! whatever way you may direct, that will be agreeable to me,” said Alexis.

“As for me,” rejoined Ivan, “I’m not particular. I can rough it, I’m sure.”

There was a little flavour of bravado in the manner of Ivan’s speech, that showed he was scarce inclined to the roughing system, and that he merely assumed the swaggering air, because he had no belief that he would be called upon to make trial of it.

“If I permit you to travel,” continued the baron, “where would you like to go? You, Alexis! to what part of the world would your inclination lead you?”

“I should like to see the new world of America—its noble rivers, and forests, and mountains. I should certainly visit America, if it were left to my choice; but I shall be guided by you, papa, and do as you direct.”

“You, Ivan?”

“Paris, for me, of all places in the world!” replied Ivan, without any suspicion that the answer would be displeasing to the father.

“I might have known so,” muttered the baron, with a slight frown clouding his forehead.

“O papa!” added Ivan, noticing the shade of displeasure which his answer had produced; “I don’t care particularly about Paris. I’ll go anywhere—to America, if Alexis likes it best—all round the world for that matter.”

“Ha! ha! ha!” laughed the baron; “that sounds better, Ivan; and, since you offer no objection to it, all round the world you shall go.”

“Indeed? I’m glad to hear it,” said Alexis.

“What! visit all the great cities of the world?” exclaimed Ivan, whose mind was evidently occupied with the delights of great cities.

“So” replied his father; “it is just that which I do not intend you shall do. There is a great deal to be learnt in cities, but much that would be better not learnt at all. I have no objection to your passing through cities—for you must needs do so on your journey—but one of the conditions which I shall prescribe is, that you make stay in no city, longer than you can arrange for getting out of it. It is through countries I wish you to travel—amidst the scenes of nature—and not in towns and cities, where you would see very little more than you can in Saint Petersburg itself. It is Nature I wish you to become acquainted with,[1q] and you must see it in its most primitive forms. There only can you appreciate Nature in all its sublimity and grandeur.”

“Agreed, papa!” exclaimed both the boys at once. “Which way do you wish us to go?”

“All round the world, as Ivan has suggested.”

“Oh, what a long voyage! I suppose we shall cross the Atlantic, and then by the isthmus of Panama to the Pacific; or shall we go as Magellan went, around Cape Horn?”

“Neither way—I wish you to make great journeys by land, rather than voyages by sea. The former will be more instructive, though they may cost more time and toil. Remember, my sons! I do not send you forth to risk your lives without a purpose. I have more than one purpose. First, I wish you to complete your studies of natural science, of which I have taught you the elements. The best school for this is the field of Nature herself, which you shall explore in your travels. Secondly, as you both know, I am fond of all natural objects, but especially those that have life—the beasts of the field and the birds of the air; these you must observe in their native haunts, with their habits and modes of existence. You will keep a journal of all facts and events that may be worth noting down, and write out in detail such adventures as may occur to you upon your route, and you think may prove interesting to me to read on your return. I shall provide you with ample means to accomplish your journey; but no money is to be wasted by idly sojourning in large cities: it must be used only for the necessary expenses of your travels. The emperor has been kind enough to give you a circular letter, which will get you funds and such other assistance as you may require from his agents in all parts of the world.”

“We promise, dear father, strictly to adhere to your instructions. But whither do you desire us to go?” Alexis asked the question.

The baron paused for some time before making reply. Then, drawing from his desk a sealed paper, which showed signs of having been but recently folded, he gravely said as he held it towards them—

“In this document you will find the conditions upon which I give you permission to travel. I do not ask you to agree to them, until you have carefully examined and reflected upon them. You will therefore retire to your room, read this document over, and, having given its contents due consideration, return, and signify whether you accept the terms; for if not, there is to be no travelling.”

“By the Great Peter!” whispered Ivan to Alexis, “they will be hard indeed if we don’t accept them.”

Alexis took the paper, and both, bowing to their father, retired to their own apartment.

The seal was immediately broken and not without some surprise did they peruse the contents of the document. It was in the form of an epistle, and ran thus:—

“My sons Alexis and Ivan!—You have expressed a desire to travel, and have requested me to give you my permission. I accede to your request, but only upon the following conditions: You must procure for me a skin of every variety of bear known upon the earth. I do not mean such varieties as are termed ‘accidental,’ arising from albinism or like circumstances, but every species or variety known to naturalists and acknowledged as ‘permanent.’ The bears from which these skins are to be taken must be killed in their native haunts, and by your own hands—with no other assistance than that of an attendant whom I shall appoint to accompany you. In order to accomplish the task which I have imposed upon you, it will be necessary for you to go ‘round the world;’ but I add the further condition, that you are to go only once round it. In latitude, I leave you free to range—from pole to pole, if it so please you (this was a stretch of liberty at which both boys laughed); but longitudinally, no. You must not cross the same meridian twice before returning to Saint Petersburg. I do not intend this condition to apply to such traverses as you may be compelled to make, while actually engaged in the chase of a bear, or in tracking the animal to his den: only when you are en route upon your journey. You will take your departure from Saint Petersburg, and go east or west, which you please. From the conditions I have imposed upon you, I hope you will have skill enough to discover that a route is traced out for you, and, that, on starting, you can follow it either eastward or westward. This, with all matters relating to your means and mode of travelling, I leave to your own choice; and I trust that the practical education you have received will enable you to make your tour with proper judgment. (‘Tour, indeed!’ exclaimed Ivan.) Once out of my palace, I take no farther charge of you. You may be some years older before I see you again; but I trust the time will not be mis-spent; and that upon your return you may be able to give a proper account of yourselves, is the earnest hope and wish of your affectionate father, Michael Grodonoff.”
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Discussing the Conditions.

The two youths were no little astonished by the contents of this singular epistle; but, for all that, the terms imposed did not seem to them either harsh or unreasonable, and they were only too pleased to accede to them. They partly guessed their father’s motive. They knew that he loved both of them with a true paternal love; but his affection was not of that kind to pet and pamper them within the precincts of his luxurious palace. He had a different idea of what would be beneficial to their future interests. He believed in the education which is acquired in the rude school of toil and travel, more than in the book-lore of classic universities; and he was determined that they should have a full measure of this sort of training. He had resolved that they should see the world; not according to the ordinary understanding of this hackneyed phrase—not the world of towns and great cities, with their empty shows and vices—but the world of Nature; and, in order that they should have the opportunity of becoming thoroughly acquainted with this sort of world, he had traced out for them a route that would lead them into its very wildest scenes, and disclose to them its rarest and most primitive forms.

“By my word, brother!” exclaimed Ivan as soon as Alexis had finished reading the letter, “we shall have travelling to our hearts’ content. Certainly, papa has adopted a strange plan to keep us out of the walls of great cities.”

“Yes,” quietly answered Alexis; “there are not many cities where bears abound.”

“Such strange conditions!” added Ivan, “I wonder what father can mean by imposing them upon us.”

“Indeed, I hardly know myself. One thing only seems to explain it.”

“What is that, brother?”

“You are aware, Ivan, of the interest that papa takes in all matters relating to bears.[2q] As people say, it is almost a mania with him.”

“Oh! the great picture in the gallery will account for that,” said Ivan, laughing. “But for a bear, you know, our papa would never have been a baron.”

“True: that may have been what first led him to take an interest in these animals.”

“And yet to impose upon us these queer conditions!” continued Ivan; “it certainly does seem a little eccentric?”

“No doubt papa has his purpose,” said Alexis. “Who knows that he may not be intending to write a monograph of the bears; and it is for this he wishes to have full set of their skins—the complete costume of each individual member of Monsieur Bruin’s family? Well, we must do our best, and procure them for him. It is not for us to inquire into the motives of our dear father. It is our duty to obey his orders—even though the task be ever so irksome or difficult.”

“Oh, certainly, brother! I admit that; and I am ready to yield obedience and perform any task dear papa may think proper to impose on us.”

Certainly there was some reason for the surprise with which the youths had read the letter. Its contents might have appeared still more whimsical to them, had it not been their father that had written it; and, but for the fact that he had already given them a thorough training in the natural sciences, they would have found it difficult, if not altogether impossible, to carry out his instructions. A bear of every known variety was to be killed and skinned—killed, too, in its own haunts and by their own hands; which, of course, meant that they were to visit every country where bears are to be found, and obtain a skin of each kind. Notwithstanding their youth both boys were skilled hunters, and excellent marksmen. Himself brought up to the calling, their father had early initiated them into the hunter’s craft; and, in addition to the knowledge of natural history, which he had imparted, he had taught them habits of self-reliance—such as are only acquired by ordinary individuals at the full age of manhood. Both were already inured to such perils and hardships as are incidental to a hunter’s life; both could endure to go a day or two without food or drink—could sleep in the open air, with no other tent than the canopy of heaven, and no other couch than the grassy covering of the earth. All this sort of experience they had already gone through, in the cold climate of their own country; and it was not likely they would meet with one much more rigorous anywhere on the earth. The young Grodonoffs had been submitted to a training of almost Spartan severity—a perfect Cyropoedia—and dreaded neither hardships nor dangers. They were just the youths to carry out that singular programme which had been traced for them by the paternal hand.

Was it possible, however to do so? This was their first query. There were some very nice points in that brief chapter of instructions. Latitudinally they might traverse as circumstances required, but not longitudinally. Under these limitations would it be possible to visit the haunts of all the bears,—to cover, as it were, the whole area of Bruin’s geographical distribution?

That it was possible might be inferred, from the fact of their father having issued the orders; but it was necessary for the young expeditionists to set out with caution: else might they take a wrong route, and be altogether unable to fulfil his injunctions. They must not twice cross the same meridian. It was this quaint condition that puzzled them, and rendered it necessary to guard against making a false start.

Lucky it was that Alexis was an accomplished zoologist, and thoroughly understood the geographical distribution of the genus ursus. But for this knowledge, they would certainly have been puzzled as to the route they were to take.

“Well, brother Ivan!” said Alexis with a smile, “had these orders been issued when the great Swede published his Systema Naturae, our task would have been easily accomplished. How far do you suppose our travels need to have extended?”

“I don’t quite comprehend you, Alexis. How far?”

“Why, simply into the courtyard of our palace. It would have been only necessary to kill and skin one of the great bears chained by the gate, and that would have fulfilled all the conditions papa has imposed upon us.”

“And yet, I don’t understand you,” rejoined Ivan, with a puzzled look.

“How obtuse you are, brother! Read the letter again; note well its terms!”

“Well, I understand them. We are to travel on, and not come home again till we have killed a bear of every variety known.”

“There—just so. Of course papa means every variety known to naturalists,—that is, to the ‘scientific world,’ as it is termed. Now you comprehend my meaning?”

“Oh, yes!” answered Ivan; “you mean that when Linnaeus published his ‘System of Nature,’ only our own brown bear of Europe was known to naturalists?”

“Precisely so—only the ursus arctos; and consequently we should have had but a very short journey to make, compared with what is before us now. It is true that previous to his death, the Swedish naturalist had made the acquaintance of the ‘Polar’ bear (ursus maritimus); but, strange enough, he regarded this as a mere variety of the ursus arctos—an error that one may wonder Linnaeus could have made.

“Oh, they are very different. I could tell that myself. To say nothing of the colour, they are unlike in shape; and, as everybody knows, their habits are very dissimilar. Why, one lives in forests, and feeds chiefly upon fruits; while the other dwells amidst fields of snow and ice, and subsists almost exclusively on flesh, or fish. Variety, indeed! no, they are surely different species.”

“Undoubtedly,” answered Alexis; “but we shall have an opportunity of comparing them hereafter. For the present we must drop the subject, and find out the route of travel which papa has traced out for us.”

“But he has not indicated any route—has he? He gives us permission to go where we please, so long as we get the bearskins, and do not return upon our meridian. We are not to take the backtrack—ha! ha! ha!”

“Of course not; but you will find, to avoid doing this, we shall have to go by a definite course, and can take no other.”

“By my word! brother, I don’t see what you mean. I shall trust all to you: so take me where you please—which way, then?”

“Ah! that has yet to be determined. I cannot tell myself; and it will take me some time before I can make quite sure as to what direction we are to take on starting out—whether east, west, north, or south. It will be necessary for me to examine a map of the world, and trace out the boundaries of the different countries in which King Bruin holds sovereignty.”

“Ah! that will be an interesting lesson for me. Here is the map; let me spread it out, and do what I can to assist you in finding our way.”

As Ivan said this, he drew a large travelling map of the world from its case, and opening it out, laid it upon the table. Both the youths sat down; and, running their eyes over the chart, proceeded to discuss the direction which, by the conditions imposed upon them, they must necessarily take.
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Tracing the Route.

“In the first place,” said Alexis, “there is the brown bear (ursus arctos). Him we might find in many parts of our own country—since he is emphatically our ‘Russian bear’; but there is also a black bear, which some naturalists say is a variety of the ursus arctos, while others believe it to be a separate species, having given to it the specific name of ursus niger—ursus ator it is sometimes called. Now, whether it be a species or only a variety, we must get a skin of it all the same—since papa has definitely expressed it so.”

“This black bear is to be found in our own northern forests, is it not?”

“Yes; it has been observed there; but more frequently in the mountains of Scandinavia: and, as we might wander through all the north of Russia without finding one, our best plan will be to proceed at once to Norway or Lapland. There we shall be certain also of finding the brown bear, and thus kill two birds with one stone.”

“Say Lapland: I should like to see the little Laps, but where next? To North America, I suppose?”

“By no means. There is a bear in the Pyrenees, and other mountains of Spain—in the Asturias especially. It is also deemed by most naturalists to be only a variety of the ursus arctos, but it is certainly a distinct species; and papa thinks so. Some naturalists would have it that there are only three or four distinct species in the whole world. They might just as well say there was but one. I think it better to follow papa’s views upon this subject, and regard all those bears which have permanent marks of distinction—whether it be in size, colour, or otherwise—as being so many separate species, however much they may approximate in habits or disposition. Why, some naturalists even call the American black bear merely a variety of our brown; and, as I said a moment ago, Linnaeus himself believed the Polar to be the same species. This is now known to be an erroneous theory. Since papa has given as much time to the study of the bears as perhaps any one else, I shall follow his theory, and regard the Spanish bear (ursus pyrenaicus it is called) a distinct species.”
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