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INTRODUCTION.
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THE nineteenth century was to travel writing what the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras were to blank-verse drama: an unsurpassably flush time, in which a talent could be found equal to every opportunity.

George F. Kennan found his opportunity in Siberia and the result was Tent Life in Siberia, one of the most appealing classics of nineteenth century travel.

To the nineteenth century traveller, opportunity must have seemed infinite. Three centuries of incessant exploration by the great trading nations of Western Europe had left the oceans charted and the continents outlined. Almost every place had been discovered, but comparatively few had been described in the kind of detail that would satisfy the increasingly realistic appetites of the reading public.

The appetites had perhaps been stimulated by the growing realism of the novel. Robinson Crusoe succeeded in part because Defoe so ingeniously augmented the sparse detail of the shipwreck narrative which seems to have been his principal source of inspiration.

In any event the nineteenth century produced traveller after traveller whose energies and descriptive powers were not inferior to those of the great novelists. The travellers’ energies may even have been greater, for they had to travel as well as write, and at a time when the burdens of travel consisted of worse things than clogged freeways and crowded airports. The distinction between novelists and travel writers is itself delicate, for almost all the novelists travelled and wrote travel books, and not a few of the travellers wrote novels, though rarely good ones.

The great age of English travel writing begins with the African books of James Bruce and Mungo Park in the 1790s, and doesn’t close until 1923, when Apsley Cherry-Garrard published the second volume of The Worst Journey In The World, his tragic masterpiece about the last Scott expedition.

During those one hundred and thirty years it seemed that virtually everyone who could move was on the seas or on the road. The naturalist-travellers (Bates, Wallace, Darwin) seemed to prefer South America. The more competitive sought the Northwest passage, or the source of the Nile. There was no region of the earth that didn’t tempt someone, and all regions tempted that dervish of travellers, Richard Burton.

It is unfortunate that so few attempts have been made to study this literature as a genre. The best study to date, Paul Fussell’s Abroad (1980), deals with English travel writing between the two world wars: the silver, not the golden, age.
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America, of course, was one of the places most frequently travelled to by the Europeans. Some came to hunt (Prince Maximilian), some to lecture (Dickens), some came on business (Mrs. Trollope), and many just travelled and then wrote.

For the first thirty or forty years of the century Americans themselves mainly felt obliged to be concerned with staying alive. Often enough this required travel, sometimes rapid travel, but it didn’t require writing. In books from the continent, native Americans and the indigenous people who would today be called Native Americans were alike unflatteringly drawn. When Americans began to write travel books they treated themselves as deprecatingly as they had been treated by the English or the French.

With travel so hard, writers, for literary purposes, frequently served as their own victims. A self-deprecating, comic style developed, in which the hardships of travel—many of them severe hardships—are treated with airy lightheartedness. In narrative after narrative, a comic tone prevails.

In nineteenth century America, genres didn’t always separate neatly. John Lloyd Stephens’ Incidents of Travel in Yucatan (1841) is a pure travel book, and a masterful one, but for its date it is a rarity. Cooper and Irving both brought travel into their fiction, and, one suspects, fiction into their travels. In Omoo and Typee Melville attempted to capitalize on the growing popularity of travel writing, but the books failed commercially and, in my view, aesthetically as well.

Other mixtures worked better, and classics that owed much of their flavor to travel began to emerge, with Moby Dick arguably the greatest of these. Others would include Thoreau’s A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, Parkman’s The Oregon Trail, Josiah Gregg’s Commerce On the Prairies, and, of course, Mark Twain, who, in Roughing It, Life on the Mississippi, The Innocents Abroad, and various other books proved to have every gift that the travel-writer needs. He is vivid, idiomatic, ironic, witty, a skilled shaper of scenes, amused by awkward vicissitudes yet moved by the majesty of river, sky, and plain. Above all, he is zestful. Without zest in the face of hardship, travel writing soon becomes little more than a record of misery.
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This, in brief, is the context in which George Kennan (1845-1924) should be read.

Kennan may have lacked Twain’s genius, but he was a match for him in the zest department, and, at his best, was just as witty. The funniest scenes in Tent Life in Siberia—for example, the description of the first night spent in a Korak polog—are as lively as anything in Roughing It. Indeed, the tone of the two books is so similar that Twain might have called his Tent Life in the West, while Kennan’s could have been Roughing It in Siberia.

An argument could be made that the origins of black humor lie in travel writing, and Tent Life in Siberia would be an excellent book on which to base such a thesis. Young George Kennan, according to the article on him in The Dictionary of American Biography, had physical limitations which prevented him from seeing front line service in the Civil War. Whatever these were, they did not prevent him from tramping around northeastern Siberia for two years, in temperatures that reached sixty below and under conditions provocative of the blackest humor.

He was an accomplished telegrapher, and was hired at the age of twenty to assist in an enterprise that must, at the time, have seemed somewhat fantastical. The first Atlantic Cable had failed, and Western Union hoped to link America and Europe by a telegraph line that would run through Alaska, over the Bering Strait, and across Siberia to European Russia.

Kennan and a stalwart band left America in 1865 and travelled in Siberia for the better part of two years, surveying the unsurveyed wilderness and attempting to persuade the various native peoples they encountered to help them stick poles in the ground across which could be strung a magic wire whose clickety music would sing across continents.

Practically speaking, much of their time was spent trying to stay alive, a feat which required both extreme hardihood and the occasional miracle—the latter, in the form of the fortuitous encounter, being a facet rarely absent from good travel books.

Enroute to the West, the little group was taken aboard an American whaler, where they discovered, by perusing some old newspapers, that the Atlantic Cable had been successfully laid and the Russo-American telegraph abandoned.

George Kennan went on to become one of the most accomplished and trusted journalists of his day. When McKinley was shot, in 1901, Kennan was in charge of all telegraphic communications from the White House—the presidential press secretary of his day, as it were. He covered the eruption of Pelée, and the Spanish-American War.

Mother Russia had touched Kennan, though, as she was to touch his distinguished descendant, Ambassador George F. Kennan, in our own day. She called Kennan back more than once. In the mid-1880s, at the behest of an editor, he went back to Siberia to investigate the system of political exile. Inclined at first to vindicate the Romanovs, he ended by damning them. Siberia and the Exile System (2 vols, 1891) is the first great study of the Gulag, and it remains indispensable. It too, in its way, is a great travel book, one much more darkly toned than Tent Life. The sixteen months that he spent travelling amid the exiles almost broke Kennan’s health.
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Tent Life in Siberia is very much a young man’s book: breezy, confident, irreverent, and wonderfully readable. It was published in 1870 and went through fourteen printings in its appealing binding (blue, green, or brown, with a Korak and his dog, sled, and yurt embossed on the cover). An expanded version was published in 1910.

Enduring travel books are rarely tragic: Cherry-Garrard’s story of the Scott expedition is an exception. The explorers usually get home. The trip may in fact have been unmitigated hell, but in writing it up the author-explorer will usually make it seem like a happy jaunt, in which the nips bestowed upon the party by natives, beasts, or climate merely serve as a stimulant.

At this Kennan is superb. His wit never fails him, and he knows when something more than wit is merited. Prose qua prose, the greatest passage in the book is the description of an extraordinary display of the aurora borealis which occurred in February, 1867. In the copious annals of Arctic travel there is nothing to surpass Kennan’s description of this display. It is the kind of writing that once would have been called sublime.

Like most good travel writers, George Kennan had a refreshing openness to experience. He approached his adventure with enthusiasm, and described it with a vividness and humor that immediately captured readers in the nineteenth century and, I think, will capture many in the twentieth, now that it is, at long last, available again.

_ LARRY MCMURTRY





PREFACE.
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THE attempt which was made by the Western Union Telegraph Company, in 1865—6 and ’7, to build an overland line to Europe viâ Alaska, Behring’s Straits, and Siberia, was in some respects the most remarkable undertaking of the present century. Bold in its conception, and important in the ends at which it aimed, it attracted at one time the attention of the whole civilized world, and was regarded as the greatest telegraphic enterprise which had ever engaged American capital. Like all unsuccessful ventures, however, in this progressive age, it has been speedily forgotten, and the brilliant success of the Atlantic Cable has driven it entirely out of the public mind. Most readers are familiar with the principal facts in the history of this enterprise, from its organization to its ultimate abandonment; but only a few, even of its original projectors, know anything about the work which it accomplished in British Columbia, Alaska, and Siberia; the obstacles which were met and overcome by its exploring and working parties; and the contributions which it made to our knowledge of an hitherto untravelled, unvisited region. Its employés, in the course of two years, explored nearly six thousand miles of unbroken wilderness, extending from Vancouver’s Island on the American coast to Behring’s Straits, and from Behring’s Straits to the Chinese frontier in Asia. The traces of their deserted camps may be found in the wildest mountain fastnesses of Kamtchatka, on the vast desolate plains of Northeastern Siberia, and throughout the gloomy pine forests of Alaska and British Columbia. Mounted on reindeer, they traversed the most rugged passes of the north Asiatic mountains; they floated in skin canoes down the great rivers of the north; slept in the smoky pologs of the Siberian Chookchees ; and camped out upon desolate northern plains in temperatures of 50° and 60° below zero. The poles which they erected and the houses which they built now stand alone in an encircling wilderness,—the only results of their three years’ labor and suffering, and the only monuments of an abandoned enterprise.

It is not my purpose to write a history of the Russo-American Telegraph. The success of its rival, the Atlantic Cable, has completely overshadowed its early importance, and its own failure has deprived it of all its interest for American readers. Though its history, however, be unimportant, the surveys and explorations which were planned and executed under its auspices have a value and an interest of their own, aside from the object for which they were undertaken. The territory which they covered is little known to the reading world, and its nomadic inhabitants have been rarely visited by civilized man. Only a few adventurous traders and fur-hunters have ever penetrated its almost unbroken solitudes, and it is not probable that civilized men will ever follow in their steps. The country holds out to the ordinary traveller no inducement commensurate with the risk and hardship which its exploration involves.

Two of the employés of the Russo-American Tele graph Company, Messrs. Whymper and Dall, have already published accounts of their travels in various parts of British Columbia and Alaska; and believing that a history of the Company’s explorations on the other side of Behring’s Straits will possess equal interest, I have written the following narrative of two years’ life in Northeastern Siberia. It makes no pretensions whatever to fulness of scientific information, nor to any very extraordinary researches of any kind. It is intended simply to convey as clear and accurate an idea as possible of the inhabitants, scenery, customs, and general external features of a new and comparatively unknown country. It is essentially a personal narrative of life in Siberia and Kamtchatka; and its claim to attention lies rather in the freshness of the subject, than in any special devotion to science or skill of treatment.
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CHAPTER I.

THE Russo-American Telegraph Company, or, as it was more properly called, the “Western Union Extension,” was organized at New York in the summer of 1864. The idea of a line from America to Europe, by way of Behring’s Straits, had existed for many years in the minds of several prominent telegraphers, and had been proposed by Perry McD. Collins, Esq., as early as 1857, when he made his trip across Northern Asia. It was never seriously considered, however, until after the failure of the first Atlantic cable, when the expediency of an overland line between the two continents began to be earnestly discussed. The plan of Mr. Collins, which was submitted to the Western Union Telegraph Company of New York as early as 1863, seemed to be the most practicable of all the projects which were suggested for inter-continental communication. It proposed to unite the telegraphic systems of America and Russia by a line through British Columbia, Russian America, and North-eastern Siberia, meeting the Russian lines at the mouth of the Amoor River on the Asiatic coast, and forming one continuous girdle of wire nearly round the globe.

This plan possessed many very obvious advantages. It called for no long cables. It provided for a line which would run everywhere overland, except for a short distance at Behring’s Straits, and which could be easily repaired when injured by accident or storm. It promised also to extend its line eventually down the Asiatic coast to Pekin, and to develop a large and profitable business with China. All these considerations recommended it strongly to the favor of capitalists and practical telegraph men, and it was finally adopted by the Western Union Telegraph Co. in 1863. It was, of course, foreseen that the next Atlantic cable might succeed, and that such success would prove very damaging, if not fatal, to the prospects of the proposed overland line. Such an event, however, did not seem probable, and in view of all the circumstances, the company decided to assume the inevitable risk.

A contract was entered into with the Russian Government, providing for the extension of the latter’s line through Siberia to the mouth of the Amoor River, and granting to the Company certain extraordinary privileges in Russian territory. Similar concessions were obtained in 1864 from the British Government; assistance was promised by our own Congress; and the “Western Union Extension Company ” was immediately organized, with a nominal capital of $10,000,000. The stock was rapidly taken, principally by the stockholders of the original Western Union Company, and an assessment of five per cent was immediately made to provide funds for the prosecution of the work. Such was the faith at this time in the ultimate success of the enterprise, that its stock sold in two months for seventy-five dollars per share, with only one assessment of five dollars paid in.

In August, 1864, Col. Chas. S. Bulkley, formerly Superintendent of Military Telegraphs in the Department of the Gulf, was appointed Engineer-in-chief of the proposed line, and in December he sailed from New York for San Francisco, to organize and fit out exploring parties, and begin active operations.

Led by a desire of identifying myself with so novel and important an enterprise, as well as by a natural love of travel and adventure which I had never before been able to gratify, I offered my services as an explorer soon after the projection of the line. My application was favorably considered, and on the 13th of December I sailed from New York with the Engineer-in-chief, for the proposed headquarters of the company at San Francisco. Col. Bulkley, immediately after his arrival, opened an office in Montgomery street, and began organizing exploring parties to make a preliminary survey of the route of the line. No sooner did it become noised about the city that men were wanted to explore the unknown regions of British Columbia, Russian America, and Siberia, than the company’s office was thronged with eager applicants for positions, in any and every capacity.

Adventurous Micawlers, who had long been waiting for something of this kind to turn up; broken down miners, who hoped to retrieve their fortunes in new gold fields yet to be discovered in the north; and returned soldiers thirsting for fresh excitement,—all hastened to offer their services as pioneers in the great work. Trained and skilled engineers were in active demand; but the supply of only ordinary men, who made up in enthusiasm what they lacked in experience, was unlimited.

Month after month passed slowly away in the selection, organization, and equipment of parties, until at last, in June, 1865, the company’s vessels were reported ready for sea.

The plan of operations, as far as it had then been decided upon, was to land one party in British Columbia, near the mouth of the Frazer River; one in Russian America, at Norton’s Sound; and one on the Asiatic side of Behring’s Straits, at the mouth of the Anadyr River. These parties, under the direction respectively of Messrs. Pope, Kennicott, and Macrae, were directed to push back into the interior, following as far as practicable the courses of the rivers upon which they were landed; to obtain all possible information with regard to the climate, soil, timber, and inhabitants of the regions traversed; and to locate, in a general way, a route for the proposed line.

The two American parties would have comparatively advantageous bases of operations at Victoria and Fort St. Michael; but the Siberian party, if left on the Asiatic coast at all, must be landed near Behring’s Straits, on the edge of a barren, desolate region, nearly a thousand miles from any known settlement. Thrown thus upon its own resources, in an unknown country, and among nomadic tribes of hostile natives, without any means of interior transportation except canoes, the safety and success of this party were by no means assured. It was even asserted by many friends of the enterprise, that to leave men in such a situation, and under such circumstances, was to abandon them to almost certain death; and the Russian Consul at San Francisco wrote a letter to Colonel Bulkley, advising him strongly not to land a party on the Asiatic coast of the North Pacific, but to send it instead to one of the Russian ports of the Okhotsk Sea, where it could establish a base of supplies, obtain information with regard to the interior, and procure horses or dog-sledges for overland explorations in any desired direction.

The wisdom and good sense of this advice were apparent to all; but unfortunately the Engineer-in-chief had no vessel which he could send with a party into the Okhotsk Sea; and if men were landed at all that summer on the Asiatic coast, they must be landed near Behring’s Straits.

Late in June, however, Col. Bulkley learned that a small Russian trading vessel, called the “Olga,” was about to sail from San Francisco for Kamtchatka and the southwest coast of the Okhotsk Sea, and he succeeded in prevailing upon the owners to take four men as passengers to the Russian settlement of Nikolaevsk, at the mouth of the Amoor River. This, although not as desirable a point for beginning operations as some others on the north coast of the sea, was still much better than any which could be selected on the Asiatic coast of the North Pacific; and a party was soon organized to sail in the “Olga” for Kamtchatka and the mouth of the Amoor. This party consisted of Major S. Abaza, a Russian gentleman who had been appointed superintendent of the work, and Generalissimo of the forces in Siberia; James A. Mahood, a civil engineer of reputation in California; R. J. Bush, who had just returned from three years’ active service in the Carolinas; and myself,—not a very formidable force in point of numbers, nor a very remarkable one in point of experience, but strong in hope, self-reliance, and enthusiasm.

On the 28th of June we were notified that “the brig Olga” had nearly all her cargo aboard, and would have “immediate dispatch.”

This marine metaphor, as we afterward learned, meant only that she would sail some time in the course of the summer; but we, in our trustful inexperience, supposed that the brig must be all ready to cast off her moorings, and the announcement threw us into all the excitement and confusion of hasty preparation for a start. Dress coats, linen shirts, and fine boots were recklessly thrown or given away; blankets, heavy shoes, and over-shirts of flannel were purchased in large quantities; Ballard & Sharpes’ rifles, revolvers, and bowie-knives of formidable dimensions gave our room the appearance of a disorganized arsenal; pots of arsenic, jars of alcohol, butterfly-nets, snake-bags, pillboxes, and a dozen other implements and appliances of science about which we knew nothing, were given to us by our enthusiastic naturalists and packed away in big boxes; Vrangell’s Travels, Gray’s Botany, and a few scientific works were added to our small library; and before night we were able to report ourselves ready—armed and equipped for any adventure, from the capture of a new species of bug, to the conquest of Kamtchatka!

As it was against all precedent to go to sea without looking at the ship, Bush and I appointed ourselves an examining committee for the party, and walked down to the wharf where she lay. The Captain, a bluff Americanized German, met us at the gangway and guided us through the little brig from stem to stern. Our limited marine experience wouldn’t have qualified us to pass an ex cathedrâ judgment upon the sea-worthiness of a mud scow; but Bush, with characteristic impudence and versatility of talent, discoursed learnedly to the Captain upon the beauty of his vessel’s “lines” (whatever those were), her spread of canvas and build generally,—discussed the comparative merits of single and double topsails, and new patent yard-slings, and reefing-tackle, and altogether displayed such an amount of nautical learning that it completely crushed me and staggered even the Captain.

I strongly suspected that Bush had acquired most of his knowledge of sea terms from a cursory perusal of “Bowditch’s Navigator,” which I had seen lying on the office table, and I privately resolved to procure a compact edition of Marryat’s sea tales as soon as I should go ashore, and just overwhelm him next time with such accumulated stores of nautical erudition that he would hide his diminished head. I had a dim recollection of reading something in Cooper’s novels about a ship’s dead heads and cat’s eyes, or cat heads and dead eyes, I couldn’t remember which, and, determined not to be ignored as an inexperienced landlubber, I gazed in a vague sort of way into the rigging, and made a few very general observations upon the nature of dead-eyes and spanker-booms. The Captain, however, promptly annihilated me by demanding categorically whether I had ever seen the spanker-boom jammed with the foretops’l-yard, with the wind abeam. I replied meekly that I believed such a catastrophe had never occurred under my immediate observation, and as he turned to Bush with a smile of commiseration for my ignorance I ground my teeth and went below to inspect the pantry. Here I felt more at home. The long rows of canned provisions, beef stock, concentrated milk, pie fruits, and a small keg, bearing the quaint inscription, “Zante cur.,” soon soothed my perturbed spirit and convinced me beyond the shadow of a doubt that the “Olga” was stanch and sea-worthy, and built in the latest and most improved style of marine architecture.

I therefore went up to tell Bush that I had made a careful and critical examination of the vessel below, and that she would undoubtedly do. I omitted to state the nature of the observations upon which this conclusion was founded, but he asked no troublesome questions, and we returned to the office with a favorable report of the ship’s build, capacity, and outfit.

On Saturday, July 1st, the “Olga” took in the last of her cargo, and was hauled out into the stream.

Our farewell letters were hastily written home, our final preparations made, and at nine o’clock on Monday morning we assembled at the Howard street wharf, where the steam-tug lay which was to tow us out to sea.

A large party of friends had gathered to bid us good-by; and the pier, covered with bright dresses and blue uniforms, presented quite a holiday appearance in the warm clear sunshine of a California morning.

Our last instructions were delivered to us by Colonel Bulkley, with many hearty wishes for our health and success; laughing invitations to “come and see us ” were extended to our less fortunate comrades who were left behind; requests to send back specimens of the North Pole and the Aurora Borealis were intermingled with directions for preserving birds and collecting bugs; and amid a general confusion of congratulations, good wishes, cautions, bantering challenges, and tearful farewells, the steamer’s bell rang. Dall, ever alive to the interests of his beloved science, grasped me cordially by the hand, saying, “Good-by, George. God bless you! Keep your eye out for land snails and skulls of the wild animals!”

Miss B——said pleadingly, “Take care of my dear brother;” and as I promised to care for him as if he were my own, I thought of another sister far away, who, could she be present, would echo the request, “Take care of my dear brother.” With waving handkerchiefs and repeated good-byes, we moved slowly from the wharf, and, steaming round in a great semicircle to where the “Olga” was lying, we were transferred to the little brig, which, for the next two months, was to be our home.

The steamer towed us outside the “heads” of the Golden Gate, and then cast off; and as she passed us on her way back, our friends gathered in a little group on the forward deck, with the Colonel at their head, and gave three generous cheers for the “First Siberian exploring party.” We replied with three more,—our last farewell to civilization,—and silently watched the lessening figure of the steamer, until the white handkerchief which Arnold had tied to the backstays could no longer be seen, and we were rocking alone on the long swells of the Pacific.





CHAPTER II.

“He took great content and exceeding delight in his voyage, as who doth not as shall attempt the like.”

—BURTON.



 AT SEA, 700 MILES N. W. OF SAN FRANCISCO.

Wednesday, July 12th, 1865.





TEN days ago, on the eve of our departure for the Asiatic coast, full of high hopes and joyful anticipations of pleasure, I wrote in a fair round hand on this opening page of my journal, the above sentence from Burton; never once doubting, in my enthusiasm, the complete realization of those “future joys,” which to “fancy’s eye” lay in such “bright uncertainty,” or suspecting that “a life on the ocean wave ” was not a state of the highest felicity attainable on earth. The quotation seemed to me an extremely happy one, and I mentally blessed the quaint old Anatomist of Melancholy for providing me with a motto at once so simple and so appropriate. Of course “her took great content and exceeding delight in his voyage; ” and the wholly unwarranted assumption that because “he” did, every one else necessarily must, did not strike me as being in the least absurd.

On the contrary, it carried all the weight of the severest logical demonstration, and I would have treated with contempt any suggestion of possible disappointment. My ideas of sea life had been derived principally from glowing descriptions of poetical marine sunsets, of “summer isles of Eden, lying in dark purple spheres of sea,” and of those “moonlight nights on lonely waters ” with which poets have for ages beguiled ignorant landsmen into ocean voyages. Fogs, storms, and sea-sickness did not enter at all into my conceptions of marine phenomena; or if I did admit the possibility of a storm, it was only as a picturesque, highly poetical manifestation of wind and water in action, without any of the disagreeable features which attend those elements under more prosaic circumstances. I had, it is true, experienced a little rough weather on my voyage to California, but my memory had long since idealized it into something grand and poetical; and I looked forward even to a storm on the Pacific as an experience not only pleasant, but highly desirable. The illusion was very pleasant while it lasted; but—it is over. Ten days of real sea life have converted the “bright uncertainty of future joys” into a dark and decided certainty of future misery, and left me to mourn the incompatibility of poetry and truth. Burton is a humbug, Tennyson a fraud, I’m a victim, and Byron and Procter are accessaries before the fact. Never again will I pin my faith to poets. They may tell the truth nearly enough for poetical consistency, but their judgment is hopelessly perverted and their imagination is too luxuriantly vivid for a truthful realistic delineation of sea life. Byron’s “London Packet” is a brilliant exception, but I remember no other in the whole range of poetical literature.

Our life since we left port has certainly been anything but poetical.

For nearly a week we suffered all the indescribable miseries of sea-sickness, without any alleviating circumstances whatever. Day after day we lay in our narrow berths, too sick to read, too unhappy to talk, watching the cabin lamp as it swung uneasily in its well-oiled gimbals, and listening to the gurgle and swash of the water around the after dead-lights, and the regular clank, clank of the blocks of the trisail sheet as the rolling of the vessel swung the heavy boom from side to side.

We all professed to be enthusiastic supporters of the Tapleyan philosophy—jollity under all circumstances; but we failed most lamentably in reconciling our practice with our principles. There was not the faintest suggestion of jollity in the appearance of the four motionless, prostrate figures against the wall. Sea-sickness had triumphed over philosophy! Prospective and retrospective revery of a decidedly gloomy character was our only occupation. I remember speculating curiously upon the probability of Noah’s having ever been sea-sick; wondering how the seagoing qualities of the ark would compare with those of our brig, and whether she had our brig’s uncomfortable way of pitching about in a heavy swell.

If she had—and I almost smiled at the idea——what an unhappy experience it must have been for the poor animals!

I wondered also if Jason and Ulysses were born with “sea legs,” or whether they had to go through the same unpleasant process that we did to get them on.

Concluded finally that “sea legs,” like some diseases, must be a diabolical invention of modern times, and that the ancients got along in some way without them. Then, looking intently at the fly-specks upon the painted boards ten inches from my eyes, I would recall all the bright anticipations with which I had sailed from San Francisco, and turn over, with a groan of disgust, to the wall.

I wonder if any one has ever written down on paper his sea-sick reveries. There are “Evening Reveries” “Reveries of a Bachelor,” and “Sea-side Reveries” in abundance; but no one, so far as I know, has ever even attempted to do his Sea-sick Reveries literary justice. It is a strange oversight, and I would respectfully suggest to any aspiring writer who has the revery faculty, that there is here an unworked field of boundless extent. One trip across the North Pacific in a small brig will furnish an inexhaustible supply of material.

Our life thus far has been too monotonous to afford a single noticeable incident. The weather has been cold, damp, and foggy, with light head winds and a heavy swell; we have been confined closely to our seven by nine after-cabin; and its close stifling atmosphere, redolent of bilgewater, lamp-oil, and tobacco-smoke, has had a most depressing influence upon our spirits. I am glad to see, however, that all our party are up to-day, and that there is a faint interest manifested in the prospect of dinner; but even the inspiriting strains of the Faust march which the Captain is playing upon a wheezy old accordion, fail to put any expression of animation into the woe-begone faces around the cabin table. Mahood pretends that he is all right, and plays checkers with the captain with an air of assumed tranquillity which approaches heroism, but he is observed at irregular intervals to go suddenly and unexpectedly on deck, and to return every time with a more ghastly and rueful countenance. When asked the object of these periodical visits to the quarter-deck, he replies, with a transparent affectation of cheerfulness, that he only goes up “to look at the compass and see how she’s heading.” I am surprised to find that “looking at the compass” is attended with such painful and melancholy emotions as those expressed in Mahood’s face when he comes back; but he performs the self-imposed duty with unshrinking faithfulness, and relieves us of a great deal of anxiety about the safety of the ship. The Captain seems a little negligent, and sometimes does not observe the compass once a day; but Mahood watches it with unsleeping vigilance.



 BRIG OLGA, 800 MILES N. W. OF SAN FRANCISCO.

Sunday, July 16th, 1865.





The monotony of our lives was relieved night before last, and our sea-sickness aggravated, by a severe gale of wind from the north-west, which compelled us to lie to for twenty hours under one close-reefed maintopsail. The storm began late in the afternoon, and by nine o’clock the wind was at its height and the sea rapidly rising. The waves pounded like Titanic sledge-hammers against the vessel’s quivering timbers; the gale roared a deep diapason through the cordage; and the regular thud, thud, thud of the pumps, and the long melancholy whistling of the wind through the blocks, filled our minds with dismal forebodings, and banished all inclination for sleep.

Morning dawned gloomily and reluctantly, and its first gray light, struggling through the film of water on the small rectangular deck-lights, revealed a comical scene of confusion and disorder. The ship was rolling and laboring heavily, and Mahood’s trunk having in some way broken from its moorings, was sliding back and forth across the cabin floor. Bush’s big meerschaum, in company with a corpulent sponge, had taken up temporary quarters in the crown of my best hat, and the Major’s box of cigars revolved periodically from corner to corner in the close embrace of a dirty shirt. Sliding and rolling over the carpet in every direction were books, papers, cigars, brushes, dirty collars, stockings, empty wine-bottles, slippers, coats, and old boots; and a large box of telegraph material threatened momentarily to break from its fastenings and demolish everything. The Major, who was the first to show any signs of animation, rose on one elbow in bed, gazed fixedly at the sliding and revolving articles, and shaking his head reflectively, said: “ It is a c-u-r-ious thing! It is a c-u-r-ious thing ! ” as if the migratory boots and cigar-boxes exhibited some new and perplexing phenomena not to be accounted for by any of the known laws of physics. A sudden roll in which the vessel indulged at that particular moment gave additional force to the sentiment of the soliloquy; and with renewed convictions, I have no doubt, of the original and innate depravity of matter generally, and of the Pacific Ocean especially, he laid his head back upon the pillow.

It required no inconsiderable degree of resolution to ‘turn out ” under such unpromising circumstances; but Bush, after two or three groans and a yawn, made the attempt to get up and dress. Climbing hurriedly down when the ship rolled to windward, he caught his boots in one hand and pants in the other, and began hopping about the cabin with surprising agility, dodging or jumping over the sliding trunk and rolling bottles, and making frantic efforts to put both legs simultaneously into one boot. Surprised in the midst of this arduous task by an unexpected lurch, he made an impetuous charge upon an inoffensive washstand, stepped on an erratic bottle, fell on his head, and finally brought up a total wreck in the corner of the room. Convulsed with laughter, the Major could only ejaculate disconnectedly, “I tell you—it is a—curious thing how she—rolls!” “Yes,” rejoined Bush savagely, as he rubbed one knee, “I should think it was! Just get up and try it!” But the Major was entirely satisfied to see Bush try it, and did nothing but laugh at his misfortunes. The latter finally succeeded in getting dressed, and after some hesitation I concluded to follow his example. By dint of falling twice over the trunk, kneeling upon my heels, sitting on my elbows, and executing several other equally impracticable feats, I got my vest on inside out, both feet in the wrong boots respectively, and staggered up the companion-way on deck. The wind was still blowing a gale, and we showed no canvas but one close-reefed maintopsail. Great massive mounds of blue water piled themselves up in the concealment of the low hanging rain-clouds, rushed out upon us with white foaming crests ten feet above the quarter-deck, and broke into clouds of blinding, strangling spray over the forecastle and galley, careening the ship until the bell on the quarter-deck struck and water run in over the lee gunwale. It did not exactly correspond with my preconceived ideas of a storm, but I was obliged to confess that it had many of the characteristic features of the real phenomenon. The wind had the orthodox howl through the rigging, the sea was fully up to the prescribed standard, and the vessel pitched and rolled in a way to satisfy the most critical taste. The impression of sublimity, however, which I had anticipated was almost entirely lost in the sense of personal discomfort. A man who has just been pitched over a skylight by one of the ship’s eccentric movements, or drenched to the skin by a burst of spray, is not in a state of mind to contemplate sublimity; and after going through a varied and exhaustive course of such treatment, any romantic notions which he may previously have entertained with regard to the ocean’s beauty and sublimity are pretty much knocked and drowned out of him. Rough weather makes short work of poetry and sentiment. The “ wet sheet” and “flowing sea” of the poet have a significance quite the reverse of poetical when one discovers the “ wet sheet ” in his bed and the “flowing sea” all over the cabin floor, and our experience illustrates not so much the sublimity as the unpleasantness and discomfort of a storm at sea.



 BRIG OLGA, AT SEA, July 27th, 1865.





I used often to wonder, while living in San Francisco, where the chilling fogs that toward night used to drift in over Lone Mountain and through the Golden Gate, came from. I have discovered the laboratory. For the past two weeks we have been sailing continually in a dense wet gray cloud of mist, so thick at times as almost to hide the top-gallant yards, and so penetrating as to find its way even into our little after-cabin, and condense in minute drops upon our clothes. It rises, I presume, from the warm water of the great Pacific, “Gulf Stream” across which we are passing, and whose vapor is condensed into fog by the cold north-west winds from Siberia. It is the most disagreeable feature of our voyage.

Our life has finally settled down into a quiet monotonous routine of eating, smoking, watching the barometer, and sleeping twelve hours a day. The gale with which we were favored two weeks ago afforded a pleasant thrill of temporary excitement and a valuable topic of conversation; but we have all come to coincide in the opinion of the Major, that it was a “curious thing,” and are anxiously awaiting the turning up of something else. One cold, rainy, foggy day succeeds another, with only an occasional variation in the way of a head wind or a flurry of snow. Time, of course, hangs heavily on our hands. We are waked about half-past seven in the morning by the second mate, a funny phlegmatic Dutchman, who is always shouting to us to “turn out ” and see an imaginary whale, which he conjures up regularly before breakfast, and which invariably disappears before we can get on deck, as mysteriously as “Moby Dick.” The whale, however, fails to “draw” after a time, and he resorts to an equally mysterious and eccentric sea serpent, whose wonderful appearance he describes in comical broken English, with the vain hope that we will crawl out into the raw foggy atmosphere to look at it. We never do. Bush opens his eyes, yawns, and keeps a sleepy watch of the breakfast table, which is situated in the Captain’s cabin forward. I cannot see it from my berth, so I watch Bush. Presently we hear the hump-backed steward’s footsteps on the deck above our heads, and, with a quick succession of little bumps, half a dozen boiled potatoes come rolling down the stairs of the companion-way into the cabin. They are the forerunners of breakfast. Bush watches the table, and I watch Bush more and more intently as the steward brings in the eatables; and by the expression of Bush’s face, I judge whether it be worth while to get up or not. If he groans and turns over to the wall, I know that it is only hash, and I echo his groan and follow his example; but if he smiles and gets up, I do likewise, with the full assurance of fresh mutton-chops or rice-curry and chicken. After breakfast the Major smokes a cigarette and looks meditatively at the barometer, the Captain gets his old accordion and squeezes out the Russian National Hymn, while Bush and I go on deck to inhale a few breaths of pure fresh fog, and “chaff” the second mate about his sea serpent. In reading, playing checkers, fencing, and climbing about the rigging when the weather permits, we pass away the day, as we have already passed away twenty and must pass twenty more before we can hope to see land.



 AT SEA, NEAR THE ALEUTIAN ISLANDS.

August 6th, 1865.





“Now would I give a thousand furlongs of sea for an acre of barren ground, ling, heath, broom, furze, anything,” except this wearisome monotonous waste of water! Let Kamtchatka be what it will, we shall welcome it with as much joy as that with which Columbus first saw the flowery coast of San Salvador. I am prepared to look with complacency upon a sand bar and two spears of grass, and would not even insist upon the grass if I could only be sure of the sand bar. We have now been thirty-four days at sea without once meeting a sail or getting a glimpse of land.

Our chief amusement lately has been the discussion of controverted points of history and science, and wonderful is the forensic and argumentative ability which these debates have developed. They are getting to be positively interesting. The only drawback to them is, that in the absence of any decisive authority they never come to any satisfactory conclusion. We have now been discussing for sixteen days the uses of a whale’s “blow holes;” and I firmly believe that if our voyage were prolonged, like the “Flying Dutchman’s,” to all eternity, we should never reach any solution of the problem which would satisfy all the disputants. The Captain has an old Dutch History of the World, in twenty-six folio volumes, to which he appeals as final authority in all questions under the heavens, whether pertaining to Love, Science, War, Art, Politics, or Religion; and no sooner does he get cornered in a discussion than he entrenches himself behind these ponderous folios, and keeps up a hot fire of terrific Dutch polysyllables until we are ready to make an unconditional surrender. If we venture to suggest a doubt as to the intimacy of the connection between a whale’s “blow holes” and the History of the World, he comes down upon us with the most withering denunciations as wrong-headed sceptics who won’t even believe what is printed—and in a Dutch History too! As the Captain dispenses the pie, however, at dinner, I have found it advisable to smother my convictions as to the veracity of his Teutonic historian, and join him in denouncing that pernicious heretic Bush, who is wise beyond what is written. Result—Bush gets only one small piece of pie, and I get two, which of course is highly gratifying to my feelings, as well as advantageous to the dispersion of sound historical learning!

I begin to observe at dinner an increasing reverence on Bush’s part for Dutch Histories.





CHAPTER III.

BRIG OLGA, AT SEA, 200 MILES FROM KAMTCHATKA,

August 17th, 1869.

OUR voyage is at last drawing to a close, and after seven long weeks of cold, rainy, rough weather our eyes are soon to be gladdened again by the sight of land, and never was it more welcome to weary mariner than it will be to us. Even as I write, the sound of scraping and scrubbing is heard on deck, and proclaims our nearness to land. They are dressing the vessel to go once more into society. We were only 255 miles from the Kamtchatkan seaport of Petropavlovski last night, and if this favorable breeze holds we expect to reach there to-morrow noon. It has fallen almost to a dead calm, however, this morning, so that we may be delayed until Saturday.



 AT SEA, OFF THE COAST OF KAMTCHATKA.

Friday, August 18th, 1865.

We have a fine breeze this morning; and the brig, under every stitch of canvas that will draw, is staggering through the seas enveloped in a dense fog, through which even her top-gallant sails show mistily. Should the wind continue and the fog be dissipated we may hope to see land to night.

II A.M.

I have just come down from the top-gallant yard, where for the last three hours I have been clinging uncomfortably to the backstays, watching for land, and swinging back and forth through the fog in the arc of a great circle as the vessel rolled lazily to the seas. We cannot discern any object at a distance of three ships’ lengths, although the sky is evidently cloudless. Great numbers of gulls, boobies, puffin, fish-hawks, and solan-geese surround the ship, and the water is full of drifting medusae.



 NOON.

Half an hour ago the fog began to lift, and at 11.40 the Captain, who had been sweeping the horizon with a glass, shouted cheerily, “Land ho ! Land ho! Hurrah!” and the cry was echoed simultaneously from stem to stern, and from the galley to the top-gallant yard. Bush, Mahood, and the Major started at a run for the forecastle; the little hump-backed steward rushed frantically out of the galley with his hands all dough, and climbed up on the bulwarks; the sailors ran into the rigging, and only the man at the wheel retained his self-possession. Away ahead, drawn in faint luminous outlines above the horizon, appeared two high conical peaks, so distant that nothing but the white snow in their deep ravines could be seen, and so faint that they could hardly be distinguished from the blue sky beyond. They were the mountains of Villeuchinski and Avatcha, on the Kamtchatkan coast, fully a hundred miles away. The Major looked at them through a glass long and eagerly, and then waving his hand proudly toward them, turned to us, and said with a burst of national enthusiasm, “you see before you my country—the great Russian Empire!” and then as the fog drifted down again upon the ship, he dropped suddenly from his declamatory style, and with a look of disgust exclaimed, “Chort zuiet shto etta takoi—it is a curious thing! fog, fog, nothing but fog! ”

In five minutes the last vestige of “the great Russian Empire” had disappeared, and we went below to dinner in a state of joyful excitement, which can never be imagined by one who has not been forty-six days at sea in the North Pacific.



 4 P.M.

We have just been favored with another view of the land. Half an hour ago I could see from the top-gallant yard, where I was posted, that the fog was beginning to break away, and in a moment it rose slowly like a huge gray curtain, unveiling the sea and the deep blue sky, letting in a flood of rosy light from the sinking sun, and revealing a picture of wonderful beauty. Before us, stretching for a hundred and fifty miles to the north and south, lay the grand coast-line of Kamtchatka, rising abruptly in great purple promontories out of the blue sparkling sea, flecked here with white clouds and shreds of fleecy mist, deepening in places into a soft quivering blue, and sweeping backward and upward into the pure white snow of the higher peaks. Two active volcanoes, 10,000 and 16,000 feet in height, rose above the confused jagged ranges of the lower mountains, piercing the blue sky with sharp white triangles of eternal snow, and drawing the purple shadows of evening around their feet. The high bold coast did not appear, in that clear atmosphere, to be fifteen miles away, and it seemed to have risen suddenly like a beautiful mirage out of the sea. In less than five minutes the gray curtain of mist dropped slowly down again over the magnificent picture, and it faded gradually from sight, leaving us almost in doubt whether it had been a reality, or only a bright deceptive vision. We are enveloped now, as we have been nearly all day, in a thick clammy fog.



 HABOR OF PETROPAVLOVSKI, KAMTCHATKA.

August 19th, 1865.





At dark last night we were distant, as we supposed, about fifteen miles from Cape Pavorotni, and as the fog had closed in again denser than ever, the Captain dared not venture any nearer. The ship was accordingly put about, and we stood off and on all night, waiting for sunrise and a clear atmosphere, to enable us to approach the coast in safety. At five o‘clock I was on deck. The fog was colder and denser than ever, and out of it rolled the white-capped waves raised by a fresh south-easterly breeze. Shortly before six o’clock it began to grow light, the brig was headed for the land, and under foresail, jib, and topsails, began to forge steadily through the water. The Captain, glass in hand, anxiously paced the quarter-deck, ever and anon reconnoitering the horizon, and casting a glance up to windward to see if there were any prospect of better weather. Several times he was upon the point of putting the ship about, fearing to run on a lee shore in that impenetrable mist; but it finally lightened up, the fog disappeared, and the horizon line came out clear and distinct. To our utter astonishment, not a foot of land could be seen in any direction! The long range of blue mountains which had seemed the previous night to be within an hour’s sail—the lofty snowy peaks—the deep gorges and the bold headlands, had all


“——melted into thin air, 
Leaving not a rack behind.”


There was nothing to indicate the existence of land within a thousand miles, save the number and variety of the birds that wheeled curiously around our wake, and flew away with a splattering noise from under our bows. Many were the theories which were suggested to account for the sudden disappearance of the high bold land. The Captain attempted to explain it by the supposition that a strong current, sweeping off shore, had during the night carried us away to the south-east. Bush accused the mate of being asleep on his watch, and letting the ship run over the land, while the mate declared solemnly that he didn’t believe that there had been any land there at all; that it was only a mirage. The Major said it was “paganni,” and “a curious thing,” but did not volunteer any solution of the problem. So there we were.

We had a fine leading wind from the S. E., and were now going through the water at the rate of seven knots. Eight o‘clock, nine o’clock, ten o‘clock, and still no appearance of land, although we had made since daylight more than thirty miles. At eleven o’clock, however, the horizon gradually darkened, and all at once a bold headland, terminating in a precipitous cliff, loomed up out of a thin mist at a distance of only four miles. All was at once excitement. The top-gallant sails were clewed up to reduce the vessel’s speed, and her course was changed so that we swept round in a curve broadside to the coast, about three miles distant. The mountain peaks, by which we might have ascertained our position, were hidden by the clouds and fog, and it was no easy matter to ascertain exactly where we were.

Away to the left, dimly defined in the mist, were two or three more high blue headlands, but what they were or where the harbor of Petropavlovski might be, were questions which no one could answer. The Captain brought his charts, compass, and drawing instruments on deck, laid them on the cabin skylight, and began taking the bearings of the different headlands, while we eagerly scanned the shore with glasses, and gave free expressions to our several opinions as to our situation. The Russian chart which the Captain had of the coast, was fortunately a good one, and he soon determined our position, and the names of the headlands first seen. We were just north of Cape Pavorotni, about nine miles south of the entrance of Avatcha Bay. The yards were now squared, and we went off on the new tack before a steady breeze from the south-east. In less than an hour we sighted the high isolated rocks known as the “Three Brothers,” passed a rocky precipitous island, surrounded by clouds of shrieking gulls and parrot-billed ducks, and by two o‘clock were off “the heads” of Avatcha Bay, on which is situated the village of Petropavlovski. The scenery at the entrance more than equalled our highest anticipations. Green grassy valleys stretched away from openings in the rocky coast until they were lost in the distant mountains; the rounded bluffs were covered with clumps of yellow birch; and thickets of dark green chaparral, patches of flowers, could be seen on the warm sheltered slopes of the hills; and as we passed close under lighthouse bluff, Bush shouted joyously, “Hurrah, there’s clover!” “Clover!” exclaimed the Captain contemptuously, “there ain’t any clover in the Ar’tic regions!” “how do you know, you’ve never been there,” retorted Bush caustically; “it looks like clover, and”—looking through a glass—“it is clover;” and his face lighted up as if the discovery of clover had relieved his mind of a great deal of anxiety as to the severity of the Kamtchatkan climate. It was a sort of vegetable exponent of temperature, and out of a little patch of clover, Bush’s imagination “developed,” in a style undreamt of by Darwin, the whole luxuriant Flora of the temperate zone.

The very name of Kamtchatka had always been associated in our minds with everything barren and inhospitable, and we did not entertain for a moment the thought that such a country could afford beautiful scenery and luxuriant vegetation. In fact, with us all it was a mooted question whether anything more than mosses, lichens, and perhaps a little grass maintained the unequal struggle for existence in that frozen clime. It may be imagined with what delight and surprise we looked upon green hills covered with trees and verdant thickets; upon valleys white with clover and diversified with little groves of silverbarked birch; and even the rocks nodding with wild roses and columbine, which had taken root in their clefts as if Nature strove to hide with a garment of flowers the evidences of past convulsions.

Just before three o’clock we came in sight of the village of Petropavlovki—a little cluster of red-roofed and bark-thatched log houses; a Greek church of curious architecture, with a green painted dome; a strip of beach, a half-ruined wharf, two whale-boats, and the dismantled wreck of a half-sunken vessel. High green hills swept in a great semicircle of foliage around the little village, and almost shut in the quiet pond-like harbor—an inlet of Avatcha Bay—on which it was situated. Under foresail and main-topsail we glided silently under the shadow of the encircling hills into this land-locked mill pond, and within a stone’s throw of the nearest house the sails were suddenly clewed up, and with a quivering of the ship and a rattle of chain-cable our anchor dropped into the soil of Asia.





CHAPTER IV.

IT has been well observed by Irving, that to one about to visit foreign countries a long sea voyage is an excellent preparative. To quote his own words, “the temporary absence of worldly scenes and employments produces a state of mind peculiarly fitted to receive new and vivid impressions.” And he might have added with equal truth—favorable impressions. The tiresome monotony of sea life predisposes the traveller to regard favorably anything that will quicken his stagnating faculties and perceptions, and furnish new matter for thought, and the most commonplace scenery and circumstances afford him gratification and delight. For this reason one is apt, upon arriving after a long voyage in a strange country, to form a more favorable opinion of its people and scenery than his subsequent experience will sustain. But it seems to me particularly fortunate that our first impressions of a new country, which are most clear and vivid, and therefore most lasting, are also most pleasant, so that in future years a retrospective glance over our past wanderings will show the most cheerful pictures drawn in the brightest and most enduring colors. I am sure that the recollection of my first view of the mountains of Kamtchatka, the delight with which my eye drank in their “bright aerial tints,” and the romance with which my ardent fancy invested them, will long outlive the memory of the hardships I have endured among them, the snow-storms that have pelted me on their summits, and the rains that have drenched me in their valleys. Fanciful perhaps, but I believe true.

The longing for land which one feels after having been five or six weeks at sea is sometimes so strong as to be almost a passion. I verily believe that if the first land we saw had been one of those immense barren moss steppes which I afterward came to hold in such detestation, I should have considered it as nothing less than the original site of the Garden of Eden. Not all the charms which Nature has lavished upon the Vale of Tempe could have given me more pleasure than did the little green valley in which nestled the red-roofed and bark-covered log-houses of Petropavlovski.

The arrival of a ship in that remote and unfrequented part of the world is an event of no little importance; and the rattling of our chain-cable through the hawse-holes created a very perceptible sensation in the quiet village. Little children ran bareheaded out of doors, looked at us for a moment, and then ran hastily back to call the rest of the household; dark-haired natives and Russian peasants, in blue shirts and leather pants, gathered in a group at the landing; and seventy-five or a hundred half-wild dogs broke out suddenly into a terrific chorus of howls in honor of our arrival.

It was already late in the afternoon, but we could not restrain our impatience to step once more upon dry land; and as soon as the Captain’s boat could be lowered, Bush, Mahood, and I went ashore to look at the town.

Petropavlovski is laid out in a style which is very irregular, without being at all picturesque. The idea of a street never seems to have suggested itself either to the original settlers or to their descendants; and the paths, such as they are, wander around aimlessly among the scattered houses, like erratic sheep-walks. It is impossible to go for a hundred yards in a straight line, in any direction, without either bringing up against the side of a house or trespassing upon somebody’s back-yard; and in the night one falls over a slumbering cow, upon a fair average, once every fifty feet. In other respects it is rather a pretty village, surrounded as it is by high green hills, and affording a fine view of the beautiful snowy peak of Avatcha, which rises to a height of 11,000 feet directly behind the town.

Mr. Fluger, a German merchant of Petropavlovski, who had boarded us in a small boat outside the harbor, now constituted himself our guide; and after a short walk around the village, invited us to his house, where we sat in a cloud of fragrant cigar-smoke, talking over American war news, and the latest “on dit” of Kamtchatkan society, until it finally began to grow dark. I noticed, among other books lying upon Mr. F.’s table, “Life Thoughts,” by Beecher, and “The Schönberg-Cotta Family,” and wondered that the latter had already found its way to the far distant shores of Kamtchatka.

As new-comers, it was our first duty to pay our respects to the Russian authorities; and, accompanied by Mr. Fluger and Mr. Bollman, we called upon Captain Sutkovoi, the resident “Captain of the port.” His house, with its bright red tin roof, was almost hid by a large grove of thrifty oaks, through which tumbled, in a succession of little cascades, a clear, cold mountain stream. We entered the gate, walked up a broad gravelled path, under the shade of the interlocking branches, and, without knocking, entered the house. Captain S. welcomed us cordially, and notwithstanding our inability to speak any language but our own, soon made us feel quite at home. Conversation however languished, as every remark had to be translated through two languages before it could be understood by the person to whom it was addressed; and brilliant as it might have been in the first place, it lost its freshness in being passed around through Russian, German, and English to us.

I was surprised to see so many evidences of cultivated and refined taste in this remote corner of the world, where I had expected barely the absolute necessaries of life, or at best a few of the most common comforts. A large piano of Russian manufacture occupied one corner of the room, and a choice assortment of Russian, German, and American music testified to the musical taste of its owner. A few choice paintings and lithographs adorned the walls, and on the centre-table rested a handsome stereoscope with a large collection of photographic views, and an unfinished game of chess, from which Capt. and Madame Sutkovoi had risen at our entrance.

After a pleasant visit of an hour we took our leave, receiving an invitation to dinner on the following day.

It was not yet decided whether we should continue our voyage to the Amoor River or remain in Petropavlovski and begin our northern journey from there, so we still regarded the brig as our home and returned every night to our little cabin. The first night in port was strangely calm, peaceful, and quiet, accustomed as we had become to the rolling, pitching, and creaking of the vessel, the swash of water and the whistling of the wind. There was not a zephyr abroad, and the surface of the miniature bay lay like a dark mirror, in which were obscurely reflected the high hills which formed its setting. A few scattered lights from the village threw long streams of radiance across the dark water, and from the black hillside on our right was heard at intervals the faint lonely tinkle of a cowbell or the long melancholy howl of a wolf-like dog. I tried hard to sleep; but the novelty of our surroundings, the thought that we were now in Asia, and hundreds of conjectures and forecastings as to our future prospects and adventures, put sleep for a long time at defiance.

The village of Petropavlovski which, although not the largest, is one of the most important settlements in the Kamtchatkan peninsula, has a population of perhaps two or three hundred natives and Russian peasants, together with a few German and American merchants, drawn thither by the trade in sables. It is not fairly a representative Kamtchadal town, for it has felt in no inconsiderable degree the civilizing influences of foreign intercourse, and shows in its manners and modes of life and thought some evidences of modern enterprise and enlightenment. It has existed as a settlement since the early part of the eighteenth century, and is old enough to have acquired some civilization of its own; but age in a Siberian town is no criterion of development, and Petropavlovski either has not attained the enlightenment of maturity, or has passed into its second childhood, for it is still in a benighted condition. Why it was and is called Petropavlovski—the village of St. Peter and St. Paul—I failed, after diligent inquiry, to learn. The sacred canon does not contain any epistle to the Kamtchatkans, much as they need it, nor is there any other evidence to show that the ground on which the village stands was ever visited by either of the eminent saints whose names it bears. The conclusion to which we are driven therefore is, that its inhabitants, not being distinguished for apostolic virtues, and feeling their need of saintly intercession, called the settlement after St. Peter and St. Paul, with the hope that those Apostles would feel a sort of proprietary interest in the place, and secure its final salvation without any unnecessary inquiries into its merits. Whether that was the idea of its original founders or not I cannot say; but such a plan would be eminently adapted to the state of society in most of the Siberian settlements where faith is strong, but where works are few in number and questionable in tendency.

The sights of Petropavlovski, speaking after the manner of tourists, are few and uninteresting. It has two monuments erected to the memory of the distinguished navigators Behring and La Perouse, and there are traces on its hills of the fortifications built during the Crimean war to repel the attack of the allied French and English squadrons; but aside from these, the town can boast of no objects or places of historical interest. To us, however, who had been shut up nearly two months in a close dark cabin, the village was attractive enough of itself, and early on the following morning we went ashore for a ramble on the wooded peninsula which separates the small harbor from Avatcha Bay. The sky was cloudless, but a dense fog drifted low over the hill tops and veiled the surrounding mountains from sight. The whole landscape was green as emerald and dripping with moisture, but the sunshine struggled occasionally through the gray cloud of vapor, and patches of light swept swiftly across the wet hillsides, like sunny smiles upon a tearful face. The ground everywhere was covered with flowers. Marsh violets dotted the grass here and there with blue; columbine swung its purple-hooded bells over the gray mossy rocks; and wild roses appeared everywhere in dense thickets, with their delicate pink petals strewn over the ground beneath them like a colored shadow.

Climbing up the slope of the steep hill between the harbor and the bay, shaking down little showers of water from every bush we touched, and treading under foot hundreds of dewy flowers, we came suddenly upon the monument of La Perouse. I hope his countrymen, the French, have erected to his memory some more tasteful and enduring token of their esteem than this. It is simply a wooden frame, covered with sheet iron, and painted black. It bears no date or inscription whatever, and looks more like the tombstone over the grave of a criminal, than a monument to keep fresh the memory of a distinguished navigator.
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