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  Introduction




  The sun hovered above the northwestern horizon late one June evening a few years ago, casting shadows in the deep pockets of the marshland spreading wide from our road. Ron Masters and I were driving back to Anchorage after a successful evening of king salmon fishing up on Willow Creek. Ron was finishing up a tour with the army at Fort Richardson, and had shot moose and caribou during his stay. He had also caught plenty of salmon—silvers, reds, chums, and pinks. Everything except the mighty king. That evening, though, his luck had changed. We had an ocean-bright forty-five-pound king in the back of the truck that had challenged his fishing skills for almost an hour. A nice way to end an Alaskan tour.




  The clock on the dash said 11 P.M. as we drove down the Glenn Highway. We were talking about the one other Alaskan experience he had missed. He hadn’t shot a bear. But he was optimistic—there had to be a reason to come back someday.




  At first, the sight up ahead didn’t register—I thought it was a moose. Then, as we drew abreast of the beast, I realized it was a bear and hit the brakes. We were in the Palmer Hay Flats north of Anchorage. The countryside on both sides of the highway was open, with isolated clumps of willow breaking up the marshgrass. Since the earthquake of 1964, this land was perpetually flooded, a haven for waterfowl and other wetland creatures. There, deep in the soggy grass not seventy-five yards off the highway shoulder, was a bear. We didn’t have a rifle with us, but we both had our “fishing” guns—Ron’s 4” Smith .44 Magnum and my 6” .454 Casull, both with heavy loads in the cylinders. As I pulled off the road, I asked Ron if he was serious about a black bear. The season was open all year in that area at the time. The excited gleam in his eye was all it took for us to walk back and look the critter over.




  One hundred yards behind the truck, we hunched down at the edge of the marsh below the roadside and looked at the large bear half submerged in the swamp grass fifty yards in front of us. As Ron debated whether to shoot, the bear heaved up on its hind feet and shook its great barrel-head, sheets of swamp water cascading. “Oh, my God!” I said. “That’s no black bear!” Bad news—grizzly season was closed, and more to the point, we did not want to tangle with one carrying only handguns. The bear fell back down on all fours and started slowly padding our way. We looked at each other and then at the truck—twice as far from us as from the bear.




  As we pondered our situation, a strange train of thought started unwinding in my mind. Our current predicament was happening within a quarter-mile of old Blind Nick’s cabin on Rabbit Creek Slough, just below the Matanuska townsite of Russell Annabel’s youth.




  Blind Nick was an Indian shaman whom Annabel wove into stories about his early life in Alaska. In one story, his first encounter with Nick occurred shortly after Rusty shot a giant grizzly. Nick, Rusty, and the grizzly were intertwined in the mystical flavor of the story.




  As the bear approached us on Blind Nick’s home turf, the thought crossed my mind that maybe this animal was some spiritual creature bringing us a message from long-dead Nick. Naw, couldn’t be, I thought, shaking my head to clear away the illusion. It was just an old grizzly curious about a couple of delicious-looking morsels temptingly within reach. We’d better get out of there!




  The closer the bear approached, the higher our blood pressure climbed. We couldn’t legally shoot the bear, but if we bolted for the truck, it would most likely be on us before we were halfway there. I could already read the bloody headlines—much like others I had read so many times in Alaska. Just when we had decided that our only option was to make a run for it, a pickup truck full of teenagers skidded to a stop above us on the road shoulder. They jumped out and loudly expressed their delight over finding one of their wild neighbors so close to the road. All this commotion was too much for brother bear, and he quickly disappeared in the direction of the Rabbit Creek cottonwoods. Ron looked at me and shook his head. “That aged me,” he said.




  If Blind Nick’s ghost still walked the nearby railroad tracks, I’m sure he got a chuckle out of our encounter, just as I’m sure he chuckled over the stories Russell Annabel wrote about him.




  It was encounters such as this that eventually led to this book. Everywhere I went throughout south-central Alaska, something reminded me of a Russell Annabel story or one of his characters. When Safari Press published its “Adventure” series of Annabel stories, a whole new source of information encouraged me in my efforts to look behind the stories for the real Rusty Annabel, and, of course, his pal, Tex Cobb. What I found amazed me. So much of his life had been distorted by the press. So much more had never been told. While there are still a lot of mysteries, this book attempts to dispel many of the myths.




  Preface




  Those of us who grew up after World War II can’t imagine the world that Rusty Annabel walked into early in the twentieth century. The hardships, the resourcefulness, the natural beauty, the uncertainty about what lay beyond the next horizon all were a part of his existence. A sense of adventure and the courage to walk into the unknown brought him into contact with a harsh, beautiful land and the wild two-legged and four-legged characters that lived there. His extraordinary talent with the written word allows us to share in experiences denied most modern-day humans. The story of the life of Alaska’s greatest outdoor writer is as fascinating as any of the tales he spun for the sporting magazines.




  In this book I will trace many of Rusty’s paths from the early pioneer days to the Alaska of today, with side trips to tropical Mexico along the way. Readers will meet the characters—fanciful and real—that peopled his world . . . readers will explore the cabins that sheltered him and the rivers and forests that fed him . . . and readers will imagine the sunsets that inspired him. Follow along as I reconstruct, as much as possible from this distance, his journeys through Alaska and Mexico and his relationships with his first mistress and his second love.




  For readers who have never heard of Russell Annabel, chapter 1 will provide a glimpse into the man’s life. Even those of you familiar with his writing probably have little knowledge of his unadorned life, a life that was clouded by the mists of his semifictional tales and the myths that sprang up about him. Chapters 2 and 3 set the stage for Annabel‘s early life in Alaska with historical background, which is relevant to what follows. Many of the stories referred to in this book can be found in Safari Press’s Rusty Annabel’s Adventure Series.
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  Return to Toonaklut—1970


  ___________________________






  As the tall, lean, sun-browned writer approached the Alaska railroad ticket window, he smiled. He was remembering the many tickets he had purchased at this very window over the years. “When’s the next train north?” he asked the clerk.




  “Tomorrow morning at nine. You can buy your ticket now if you want.”




  “Sure. Round trip to Montana Station.”




  “You from around here?”




  “Used to be. Just visiting, now.”




  “Montana Creek?”




  “Near there—a place called Toonaklut.”




  “Never heard of it.”




  The visitor ran a hand through his gray-tinged red hair and chuckled. Not many people had heard of it. “It’s an Indian name. The place is better known these days as Goose Creek.”




  After checking into the Anchorage Hotel on the bluff overlooking the railroad yard, the well-worn traveler walked down nearby Fourth Avenue, once called “the longest bar in the world,” looking for a particular establishment. Tired and thirsty, he was thinking how the long flight from Mexico took a lot out of a sixty-five-year-old man.




  The bartender studied the stranger sitting by himself and quietly drinking at the end of the bar, a cigarette drooping from the corner of his mouth. The long, lean face seemed vaguely familiar. Something about that cigarette. Slowly the bartender worked his way toward the stranger’s end of the bar. Business was slow on this mid-September night since most of the summer tourists had flown south.




  Polishing an occasional glass as he inched closer, the bartender remembered a remarkable Alaskan who used to sit on that stool many years before with a cigarette drooping out of the corner of his mouth. No, that’s impossible, the barkeep thought. Rusty Annabel left Alaska more than fifteen years ago, and no one’s seen him since. That couldn’t be him.




  “Hello, Sam,” the stranger said. “Surprised to see you’re still here.”




  “Rusty, it is you! By gosh, I never expected to see you up here again! Where the heck you been all these years?”




  “Mexico mostly.”




  “You still writing those hunting and fishing stories?”




  “A guy’s got to make a living, and writing’s about the only thing I know.”




  “How are things down Mexico way?”




  “Well, Sam, let me tell you about that. The senoritas, the sunsets, the tequila . . .”




  The 6 A.M. wake-up call came too soon. He should have known better than to start telling stories when he had early plans. The stories went on and on, and before he knew it, Sam was locking the place up.




  Along the northern horizon, bright sunlight gilded pink and gold swatches across Denali’s soaring tower. A jagged echelon of lesser peaks marched behind, all sharing in the color and brightness. As he gazed at those peaks from his top-floor hotel window, it occurred to Rusty that those peaks had been the backdrop for all his many adventures throughout his years in Alaska. It had been a wild life of discovery, excitement and danger. He had challenged this land’s vast wilderness, always listening to its many voices, communing with it, and drinking in its every mood. He’d once had a unique stake in this land that was so full of adventure and promise. While Sidney Lawrence and another artistic genius named Ziegler had once savored on their canvas the reds, browns, golds, and yellows of this magnificence, Rusty had created his masterpieces on his typewriter. It was all now indelibly stamped on his soul.




  Closer in and not yet snow-covered, the Talkeetna Mountains and the Chugach Range rimmed the Anchorage bowl. Their autumn colors promised the smells and feels Rusty was sure to experience as soon as he stepped off the train ninety miles to the north.




  After arriving at the depot lobby, Rusty thought back on his early years in Anchorage. He hadn’t been here when the lusty railroad camp emerged in 1915, but he hadn’t missed it by much. As Rusty walked across the pitted concrete toward the waiting train, a giant white C-141 Starlifter lifted into the sky from Elmendorf Field, on the bluff north of the railroad yard. Overhead, a pair of F-4 fighter jets circled, waiting to land. “The air force has come a long way,” Rusty said to himself. “Twenty-five years ago, I thought riding a bucket seat in a C-47 out the Aleutian Chain was a pretty good ride.”




  The three-hour train ride was a slow journey into his past. Memories came flooding back at every trestle across unchanged streams, every sweep of forest, every majestic peak they passed. This was raw country that spoke to him in its many languages. For he had lived, loved, hunted, fished, and fought in this country from the early settlement days until the postwar boom. He had seen it through the eyes of a young teenage runaway eager to find adventure in the Northland. He had seen it through the eyes of a wilderness trapper locked away in the frozen arctic bush for an entire winter. He had seen it through the eyes of a frontline war correspondent during WWII. And he had seen the crush of humanity that flooded into postwar Alaska, driving out many of the old-timers like himself. But no, the crowds were only an excuse. There were many reasons he had left Alaska.




  The first part of the train journey took him through Elmendorf Air Force Base. He saw flight-line bustle and the clusters of drab barracks and sprawling hangars as the train passed, and he relived those tense days when he had lived on the base so that he could be close to the hottest war action. He remembered General Buckner and the other brass that had become his friends during the days when he was close to the inner circle of those who directed the Alaskan war machine.




  He felt a raw aching inside as the train slid past meadows and moose pastures and tiny settlements he’d long forgotten. Peters Creek was the jumping-off point for many packhorse trips into the remote Chugach Mountains, towering above the railroad tracks. Eklutna was an Indian village, rich in Cook Inlet history, where old Frank Lee once had an outpost of barns and stables. The Knik River bridge was the point where Tex and Rusty had so many times unloaded or loaded their gear coming from or going to their trapline and hunting cabins on the upper Knik River. And then there was Matanuska Junction. He remembered how it was when he first saw it.




  In 1920, with its false-front stores and wooden sidewalks, Matanuska Junction could have been a set for a western movie. That primitive frontier settlement had been home during his earliest years in Alaska. The long-forgotten town had grown from the railroad camps and flourished for just a few short years before being abandoned.




  As the train crossed the Matanuska River bridge, Rusty Annabel watched the familiar scenery pass by. The towering peaks on either side of the Matanuska and Knik valleys guarded the rivers of the same names as they met here in this special place. The silt-laden, gunmetal-gray rivers he had boated time and time again flowed through the yellowing grass of the surrounding fields. Bordered by willows and flaming cottonwoods, these rivers sustained both the wildlife and the humans living along their shores.




  All of these were memories of his late childhood, and all were so familiar—except for one thing. The town of Matanuska Junction was completely gone. Efforts by the railroad to divert the river had failed to stop the annual flooding. Local residents eventually gave up and moved elsewhere.




  And there was the 1964 earthquake. The shake had caused the elevation of the surrounding land to settle below sea level. It was swamp now. Where Rusty and Tex used to range their horses, ducks, and geese now nested and bred. Only a couple of old homes built on slightly higher foundations still remained back in the cottonwoods west of the tracks. And of course there was Blind Nick’s place along Rabbit Slough. You could still see the shaman’s railroad-tie cabin from the tracks if you knew where to look.




  Rusty saw himself stepping off a northbound train at this very spot sometime during the summer of 1920, a green, bewildered kid with his rifle and his duffel bag. He smiled as he remembered the account he wrote of that day for a magazine article. Nothing like a little imagination to make a real powerful story, he now thought. For years he had worked hard at building the myths surrounding his adventurous lifestyle, and the resulting confusion over his real-life existence pleased him because he knew that it contributed to the aura of mystery surrounding him. Mystery is always a good thing for a writer.




  That imaginative episode described his journey up the remote Knik Valley and his first encounter with legendary Tex Cobb. Along the way, he met Blind Nick, the Indian shaman who would figure strongly in many of his future tales. He also had his first encounter with shy Oolinka, the young Indian maiden who would teach him so much.




  The train rolled on past old Matanuska, past Spring Creek and the overhanging bluff where he had lived with Tex for so many years. He remembered the various cabins Tex had built on the land—cabins Rusty had lived in as a youngster. Some were long gone, but one still stood tall against the cold winter winds—abandoned now but full of memories of the pioneer who had spent so much of his life within its sheltering timbers.




  The train slowly rolled on toward Wasilla, the new center of commerce in the valley, and the vast wilderness beyond. After the Wasilla stop, Rusty dozed off, his head full of past adventures in this Great Land. But the conductor knew where he was to get off and gently touched his shoulder as the train slowed for the stop at Montana Station.




  Aroused from his fitful sleep, Rusty could see the panorama of wilderness beyond the tracks, a vast birch forest so familiar and close to his heart. As the train reached the bottom of a mile-long grade, it crossed a nondescript bridge over a tea-colored salmon stream. Suddenly, Rusty was overcome with feeling. He had come home. On a high bluff west of the tracks, a brief glimpse of an old cabin flashed through the aspen and spruce. Then the train was chugging uphill and slowing for Montana Station. Still muscular and active, Rusty hopped off the train and tossed his bags on the ground in front of the station house. He lit a cigarette and leaned back against the building, taking in his surroundings.




  It had been sixteen years. From where he stood, not much had changed. Station keeper Tom Hamilton and his wife, Sleepy, were gone, and someone he didn’t know now ran the place, and there were more buildings and even some cars that had driven up the new highway from town. But beyond the hubbub and activity of the railroad yard, he could see his old familiar Alaskan bush country, the miles and miles of birch and cottonwood and spruce. Though more overgrown now than sixteen years ago, it still generated the same old smells and sounds. The ravens, the magpies, and the squirrels all contributed to his memory of the Alaskan wilds.




  After a while, he picked up his bags and started back down the tracks, which sloped gradually southward down a long grade. Near the bottom he could see the bridge that crossed Toonaklut Creek. Closer and to the right was the jutting promontory where he and Dell had built their cabin. On the left, deep in the woods, was the old trapline cabin that he and Tex had camped in so many times. He smiled remembering how Dell had refused to live in it when he brought her north after the war.




  As he came abreast of the bluff on the right, he looked for the handmade split-birch bridge across the drainage ditch next to the tracks that he and Tex built one summer. Sadly, it had washed away.




  Climbing the trail that zigzagged up the bluff, he noticed how overgrown the country had become. The burns of the early 1920s, touched off to clear land for the railroad, were now overgrown with new timber and brush. The forest was reclaiming its own. No longer could he see the shimmering pools of the stream from the edge of the bluff or the Talkeetna peaks just a few miles to the east. Judging from the sign, the pasture behind the cabin was still home to a lot of moose. They sure had it good now—browse was plentiful and they were rarely bothered.




  Cresting the hill, he saw with a surge of satisfaction that his old cabin still stood, though it was almost caving in. The door, facing the creek, had been forced open, possibly by a hungry bear. Dropping his bag on the porch, he sat back against the wall and puffed on another cigarette. A mixture of emotions swept over him.




  This is where it all happened, he thought. Though most of his wilderness Alaskan adventures had been lived long before he bought this 138-acre refuge in 1938, this is where he reached the stability in life that allowed him to settle in and write his best stories. During his peak years, he was often turning out one story a week. With Dell’s help, it was a cinch. He’d type a draft, edit it, then she’d retype the final copy and get it on the train to his agent, Lurton “Count” Blassingame, in New York. And then he’d start another one. Tex would come by to supply ideas, or Rusty would dredge up long-forgotten incidents from his prodigious memory. Occasionally he’d hear someone at one of the train-stop bars tell an outlandish story that begged to be published. They all made good copy. The editors loved the Alaskan adventures, true or not. They wanted good Alaskan color, and nobody could write that stuff like he did. And still can, for that matter, he thought.




  He studied the old place, thinking those were the good years, at least for a while. How had things got so out of hand—the drinking, the shooting incident, the marshals, the trial, and the jail time? Why had he let it happen? What had happened that allowed him to lose Dell and Mikey and the baby? Was it the pressure he was under? Too many demands on his time? How could he have been so stupid as to throw away the treasures of his life? It was all just so hard to believe. How could a man who was telling the world he had mastered Alaska’s wilderness be so helpless at mastering his own life?




  Looking out over the Toonaklut flats, Rusty felt all the people who had been a part of his Alaskan life crowding in on his memories. He hadn’t seen his ex-wife, Dell, for sixteen years, but he remembered her as if she were still there with him. Tex, who had died eight years before, still stalked the birch forest around him. He felt Chief Wasilla Stepan’s presence in the wind and the trees—or else it was his ghost. Where were Keith and Leon? His mind was filled with a kaleidoscopic memory of all these past acquaintances, and so many, many more.




  He lay back, tired from the exertions of the trip, and drifted off, still remembering. . . .




  Footnote




  Author’s Note: While this chapter is fiction, Rusty did make at least one trip to Alaska between about 1960 and 1974 from his exile in Mexico.




  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  In the Beginning


  ___________________________






  Fog draped the morning hillsides as the steamer rounded Entrance Point and made for her anchorage off old Valdez. It was early spring 1905, and the sheer mountain walls rising from the sides of the bay were still blanketed in white. The sleepy town was just beginning to come alive as the subarctic twilight gradually lifted the darkness away. Wisps of cloud scooted along above the bay, well below the solid overcast that kept the mountaintops hidden. An ever-present glacier-laden wind pushed the water into choppy whitecaps, gently rocking the ship.




  The deck was lined with fur-clad newcomers eager for their first glimpse of this remote outpost, looking for signs of life. Other than the birds and other sea creatures that accompanied the boat along the Alaskan coast, they had seen no signs of life for days.




  A young couple gazed at the wonders of their new home, seeing it for the first time and imagining their future. Michigan-born Ernest Annabel was a lumber-camp boss by trade, and was following the latest gold stampede north. He gazed with anticipation at the wooded hills surrounding tiny Valdez. Coming in soon after the first rush, he was ready to help build the permanent settlements that would spring up around this frontier phenomenon. Talk of the latest North Country boom had circulated in his western-Washington logging camp, and he knew the skills of a seasoned camp boss would be in demand to oversee the logging operations that provided lumber for the new camps.




  Louella gazed not so much with anticipation as with uncertainty. A hardy girl from northern Minnesota, she had given birth to young Russell Franklin Annabel just a few short months earlier—on 1 December in Tacoma. As soon as she had recovered, Ernest booked the trio on the next northbound steamer out of Seattle. Now, with the wintry landscape, the dreary fog, and the late-morning twilight, she felt vague misgivings about this remote, frozen outpost.




  Snuggled on a tiny strip of level land at the head of a great fiord on the south-central Alaskan coast, Valdez hid among towering snow-covered peaks that crowded the seacoast from all directions. A narrow waterway wound through the peaks several miles to open ocean. The peaks trapped the thick, moist coastal air, drenching Valdez with constant fog and rain. In winter the area received some of the heaviest snowfall of anywhere in the territory.




  The meager facilities in Valdez were strained to bursting by the huge influx of prospectors scrambling to make their fortune in the gold fields of the North. For many years Valdez had been the jumping-off point for prospectors arriving from southern ports. During the Klondike Stampede of 1898, a trail from Valdez across Thompson Pass had been marketed as an “All-American” route to the gold fields, an alternative to the Skagway/Whitehorse route. Many thousands of miners realized by the time they reached Valdez that the best claims on the Klondike had already been staked. Rumors spread through Valdez that even more gold was to be found on the Copper River, just across Thompson Pass, and many decided to prospect in this closer, less populated area. They would need supplies from Valdez.




  In 1902 major gold deposits were discovered near Fairbanks, again triggering a stampede through the region. Then, in 1904, another, smaller stampede began when gold was discovered near Valdez at Soloman Gulch.




  For several years, a copper mine had been operating at McCarthy. A railroad had even been built to bring this ore to the coast at Cordova to the east. The port and trailhead for all this activity was Valdez. This booming village that marked the northernmost point of early Spanish exploration of the American West Coast was, Ernest Annabel decided, the best place to be in 1905.




  So it was that Russell Annabel’s earliest memories were of a wet, cold coastal village. Indian children were his playmates, and the great back-of-beyond was only a stone’s throw away. For the next four years, young Russell lived and played in this rough-and-tumble frontier boomtown. Gold fever drove the economy and the residents. There were not many white children to play with, so he played with the children of his Indian neighbors. It was during these formative years that he picked up the Indian language of his playmates while learning English from his parents. He was not raised by Indians, as has been suggested in some accounts of his early life, but his association with the Indian families living nearby gave him an insight to their values, language, and culture that served him well for the rest of his life.




  In 1909 his family moved down Valdez Narrows a few miles to a new copper-mining camp called Ellamar. After a brief attempt at working there, Ernest again moved his family, this time to Juneau.




  Do you suppose that maybe one rare sunny summer day, as the family basked on a Juneau wharf watching fishermen, prospectors, and fur trappers come and go, young Russell might have caught the eye of a man paddling a skiff away from the boat launch? This man would have been tall, with a full head of dark hair and a matching beard. A worn, old Texas Stetson would have perched rakishly on his head, and his skiff would have overflowed with the accoutrements of a prospector—rifle, shovel, pick, packs, and various food bags. Two dogs likely sat in the front of the skiff, eager for new adventure. Rugged self-reliance radiated from this man, impressing the youngster. Someday that’ll be me, young Russell Annabel would have thought.




  Eventually, in 1911, Ernest moved his family back to Washington State, where they had another son and two daughters. By this time, Russell had developed a deep love for the northern woods. Working in his father’s logging camps in Washington and following him on long hunting trips acquainted him with the outdoors and kindled a strong desire to return to the wild, free land of the North.




  The lure of Alaska was strong for the redheaded youth now known as Rusty. By the age of fifteen he was ready to return there. Deep inside his soul burned an intense desire to live a life of adventure, and he knew that the best place to do that was the remote wilderness of the North. He was soon to begin what would be a thirty-five-year pattern of journeying to Alaska.




  During the early years of the twentieth century, foreign travel was quite different from what it is now. Hunting exotic game in foreign lands in particular was an event that required months or even years of advance planning leading to a major expedition into unexplored back country.




  In the case of interior Alaska, travelers booked passage on a steamship bound from the lower West Coast to one of the small Alaskan ports. From there, travel inland was possible only by foot or river in the summer and by dogsled in the winter. The one exception was the government railroad, which began to wind its way north from the coastal village of Seward in 1915.




  In 1920, his fifteenth summer, young Rusty was tall and lean. He had a tough constitution that allowed him to tackle long backwoods treks carrying a full pack. He could walk and walk and walk—all day if necessary—and still sit up half the night listening to campfire yarns of the North. These yarns, told by the drifters who took their turn working at his father’s lumber camp, awoke in Rusty a desire that would shape his life and send him north in search of adventures of his own. He likely saw in his mind an older Rusty Annabel sitting around a campfire sometime in the future, entertaining youngsters of his present age with yarns of his own.




  And so it was that during that summer of 1920, Rusty Annabel left home and took a steamer to Seward, gateway to all the adventure promised by the Great Land of Alaska. The government railroad had its southern terminus at Seward and would eventually connect it with Fairbanks, five hundred miles north on the Yukon River. In 1920 it went as far as the newly settled Anchorage, and a little farther.




  Rusty later wrote that he ran away from home. However, there is some evidence that he may have run with the knowledge of his parents, if not their outright approval. There would, of course, have been certain conditions attached.




  Stanley Horton, a lumberjack who worked for his father, had given Rusty the name of an old sourdough in Alaska. According to Stanley, this well-known backwoodsman lived at Matanuska and was the most knowledgeable outdoorsman of the North. Not only that, but despite his gruff demeanor and appearance, he was a softhearted soul who regularly took youngsters under his wing and showed them the tricks of his trade. Rusty was determined to find this sourdough and apprentice himself to the backwoods master while he learned the ways of the North.




  On that day in 1920 when young Rusty Annabel stepped off the northbound train at Matanuska, he carried a duffel bag, a rifle, and a note that read, “Tex Cobb, Matanuska, Alaska.”
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  A New Frontier


  ___________________________






  The territory of Alaska in 1920 was still a wide-open frontier. Just five years before, the tent-city of Anchorage had blossomed on a bluff overlooking the mouth of Ship Creek. Originally a railroad construction camp, its strategic location would help it grow to become the largest city in the territory.




  The original inhabitants of this land were the Dena’ina (or Tanaina or Denna) Indians. A coastal Athapascan subtribe, they maintained close relations with neighboring tribes to the east and north. Archaeological records indicate they settled in the Cook Inlet area at least 1,500 years ago and numbered more than 5,000 residents prior to white contact. The earliest Russian traders established relations with the friendly coastal tribes and set up posts to trade furs with the Indians. Over the years, smallpox epidemics decimated the native population, and by the mid-twentieth century, only 1,000 or so descendants of the original Dena’ina still lived in the area.




  The life of the Dena’ina was a seasonal existence, families and camps moving to exploit the resources of their land. In the summer they had their fish camps, in the fall they hunted and picked berries, and in the winter they holed up in sturdy dwellings and waited out the cold.




  Camps spread out along Cook Inlet on both the Kenai and Alaska peninsulas. The people traveled throughout the Knik, Matanuska, and Susitna drainages and the surrounding mountains. When the trading village of Knik was established in the late 1800s, many Indians moved there to take part in the regional trade. Today the largest Indian settlements are at Eklutna, north of Anchorage, and Tyonek, on the west side of Cook Inlet.




  In 1778 Capt. James Cook sailed up an unnamed bay that would someday bear his name, encountering scattered groups of Indians. Eight years later, Russian fur traders began establishing outposts along these shores. By 1850 the Russians had created small agricultural settlements, making their presence felt throughout the native communities until 1867, when Russia sold the territory to the United States.




  In 1868, Northern Commercial Company, an American version of the Hudson’s Bay Company, established three small trading posts along the inlet, primarily to trade for furs that the Indians trapped in the winter. By 1880 commercial salmon canneries were dotting the coastline, and soon after that, gold was discovered along several streams that flowed into Cook Inlet.




  Cache Creek and Willow Creek, both tributaries of the mighty Susitna River, were important gold-mining districts by the turn of the twentieth century. Supplies arrived at the trading post at Knik by ship and were freighted overland by dogsled to the camps. In the summer, some river and primitive road access existed, but the more remote camps depended on winter travel over frozen trails.




  A bottleneck occurred when getting the supplies from the large ships to the trailhead at the small Indian settlement of Knik. Cook Inlet has the second highest tidal change in the world—more than thirty feet from low to high tide. The mud banks and tidal currents around Knik were treacherous, so the larger oceangoing vessels dropped anchor off the mouth of a small creek several miles down the arm below Knik where they could off-load their cargo. From there it was barged to Knik on shallow-draft boats designed for these waters. The anchoring point off the mouth of Ship Creek became known as Knik Anchorage, but when the town incorporated, the local postmaster dropped the Knik and listed it only as Anchorage.




  Early prospectors searching for gold discovered huge coal deposits on the hillsides sixty miles north of Anchorage. Efforts to mine the coal were unsuccessful since there was no way to transport it to a shipping dock. Privately funded attempts in 1904 and 1909 to build a railroad from Seward to the Tanana Valley near Fairbanks failed. A spur was planned to the Matanuska coal fields so that the coal could be used to fuel the trains. A total of seventy-two miles of tracks was built during those two efforts. In 1912 the navy took an interest in the coal deposits because it needed fuel for its Pacific fleet. When samples showed the coal to be of a usable grade*, the government moved forward with plans to mine the coal and build a railroad spur to haul it to port.




  But the railroad would not go only to Matanuska. It would extend much farther and link the Yukon River Valley with the seacoast. The small side spur to the coal fields would branch off near the mouth of the Matanuska River, forty miles north of Anchorage. The railroad built a camp there that became known as Matanuska Junction. These railroad camps determined the fate of the surrounding country. Knik, for decades a regional trade center, was bypassed, and it soon withered and died. Anchorage, Matanuska, and Wasilla became the towns of the future as the railroad camps began to grow.




  As soon as the survey crews came through in 1913, settlers began staking out their land. One of those who staked out a homestead near Matanuska was a prospector named Tex Cobb, a man who was to play a prominent role in the life and times of Russell Annabel.
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  Prospectors had occupied this region since the late 1800s. In addition to the major gold regions at Cache Creek and Willow Creek, countless smaller operations were scattered all through the Talkeetna, Chugach, and Kenai mountains. The area was rich in gold and reasonably easy to access. Game and fish were plentiful, and newcomers could learn to overcome the harshness of winter.




  As the new century dawned on south-central Alaska, gold, copper, coal, and furs lured more and more people north. Merchants and farmers began to drift into the territory looking for a foothold to support the other major industries. In 1915 a lottery was held to apportion the lots in the brand-new settlement of Anchorage. In 1920 the city was incorporated and rudimentary efforts to maintain law and order were in effect.




  About the same time, Matanuska had grown from a camp to a town. For decades, and perhaps centuries, Indians had lived in a village where the Knik and Matanuska Rivers intertwined shortly before emptying into saltwater. Nearby marshes provided cover for birds and animals. Fish were abundant in the streams. The close-in mountains were full of larger game. Trails to ancestral hunting and gathering camps in other parts of the land crossed through the region. By 1915, when the railroad construction started, local settlers were staking out claims on the surrounding ground.




  The railroad built a large depot and warehouse along the tracks from the railroad depot. Rabbit Slough wound along the south side of town, flowing slowly into Cook Inlet. Several Indians lived in shacks and cabins along the slough. Phil Allen, an early settler, operated a roadhouse a block away in Matanuska. There were a few commercial establishments and a number of houses and cabins along the one main street.




  Phil’s roadhouse was a local landmark. Off and on from 1920 through 1932, Rusty Annabel would keep a room there when he was not out in the bush or on the traplines. In 100 Alaska Stories, sourdough Heinie Snider wrote about Phil:




  

    One of the most loved characters of the town was the “mâitre d’hotel,” Phil Allen, a gambling man and former partner and friend of the late Tex Rickard, well-known in Nome. Phil was a card dealer there, as he had been in the gold fields of Nevada.




    Phil, like many newcomers, came to the valley to start life anew.




    Once a week a minister came from Anchorage, and Phil’s hotel lobby was used as a church. The writer played on an old Salvation Army organ, and the frau sang “Beautiful Isle of Somewhere,” a song much liked by Phil.


  




  The early settlers needed a school for their children. The problem of obtaining a building large enough to house a school was solved in typical frontier fashion.




  In their midst lived a “damsel” who provided entertainment to the railroad workers during the heyday years of construction. Blackie’s house of ill repute, known as “Moulin Rouge,” was a large place for such a small community. One of the ladies in the community noted that it would make a nice school, and since local sentiment now supported the notion that this kind of house was out of place in their community, they approached Blackie with an offer to buy her out.




  Business was dwindling, and she was open to an agreement, but put a price on her establishment that the locals were unwilling to pay. The counteroffer was about half her asking price, and she refused to budge. From 100 Alaska Stories:




  

    Unbeknown to Blackie, Phil and the boys laid a loop around her “rest room” with a rope long enough to reach the barn and hitch it to a span of horses. They waited until Blackie was safely in the “powder room,” then the boys who held the horses started them on the trip—“Get up! Get up, you beauties!”




    When the rope got tight, the little building broke loose from the foundation and came bingle-bangle down the main street, with the woman inside screaming at the top of her voice, “Let me out! Let me out!” She sold her place to Phil that same day for less than she had asked.


  




  The town now had a school, and eventually three teachers, one of whom would play a part in Rusty Annabel’s stories.




  To the north and west of Matanuska was more open ground where railroad-clearing fires had burned hundreds of acres and pioneers began to plant crops. Hungry railroad crews needed fresh vegetables, and the rich soil combined with the long hours of summer sunlight proved to be a farmer’s dream.




  Despite all the attractions of this location, Matanuska Junction had a major drawback. It was located on a flood plain where it received a yearly overflow from the Knik River. The Knik is fed by a glacier. Prior to the 1964 earthquake, drainage of a lake behind the glacier stopped every winter when the drainage channel froze. Every spring during breakup, the ice dam broke and the entire lake came rushing down the narrow valley, flooding everything in its path. Settlers found ways to cope with this. For instance, the wooden sidewalks at Matanuska Junction were not anchored into the ground but were connected to each other and the buildings by a series of ropes. When the water arrived, they floated up but not away.




  Matanuska enjoyed a short but lively existence. But twenty-five years after flourishing amid the railroad construction activity, it would be only a memory. The annual flooding made life difficult in this swampy area. And other powerful forces were at work, forces that would seal the fate of the short-lived community.




  In 1935, as part of a resettlement program to move Midwest farming families from nonproductive to productive land, Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal Administration relocated one hundred families from Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota to a colony in the Matanuska Valley.




  By this time the government had enough flood knowledge to allocate land to these families farther north and west, away from the flood plain. When this happened, the old Matanuska Junction townsite slid into decline. Palmer, six miles to the north, became the center of valley commerce. Slowly over the next five years, most of the Matanuska buildings were torn down or relocated to Palmer.




  At the time Rusty Annabel stepped off the train that fateful summer day in 1920, Old Matanuska was at its peak—a wide-open frontier town full of promise and colorful characters. And none was more colorful than Tex Cobb.




  Footnote




  *Coal production in the Sutton area north of Matanuska flourished for many years. One drawback was its quality. To be of use to the navy, it had to be “washed.” A lot of rock and sand was mixed in with it. By injecting magnetite, the coal could be made to float while the rock sank. The “washed” coal could then be shipped for use by naval steamers. At least, that was the plan.




  In 1920 construction began on a huge coal washery in Sutton. This architectural marvel was completed two years later, only to be closed almost immediately. The navy decided to convert its fleet to oil-burning engines and had no further use for the coal, so it withdrew financial support for the project.




  Robert Tucker, Sutton resident and historian, estimates that about one hundred tons of reject rock was produced, enough for only two to three days of operation at the plant. Project workers must have been experimenting, working the bugs out of the system, when word reached them to shut down. Trains didn’t require clean coal, so the mining continued without the washery, which never did officially open for production.
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  Tex Cobb: Sourdough Cowboy


  ___________________________






  Arthur Allen Cobb first appeared on this earth in the remote ranch country of south Texas. Born 13 June 1872 on his father’s 29,000-acre ranch near Carrizo Springs, Arthur would spend the first twelve years of his life roaming the riverbottoms and desert flats of the border country between San Antonio and the Rio Grande. A typical boy of his time, he learned to hunt, fish, ride, and survive by his wits in the wild country of the Old West. Arthur’s siblings included a brother named Drew and a sister named Mary. Beyond that, details of his immediate family get pretty sketchy.




  Tracking down bee trees for their honey occupied a portion of young Arthur’s time. The honey could be sold to other settlers for cash. But the activity was not without its perils. Besides the obvious danger from the swarms of bees, he often had to compete with black bears for the honey, and there was an Indian danger anytime a lone rider wandered too far from a settlement.




  Two versions of how Arthur came to leave home have been handed down. One, from Russell Annabel’s writings, involved Arthur’s Civil War veteran grandfather, who lived with them. According to this version, when the youngster was twelve his father took him into town for supplies. Along the way, they were deluged by a sudden West Texas storm, leaving Arthur cold and wet. His father took him into a store and bought him a long, blue coat that Arthur immediately became very proud of because it was his first store-bought coat.




  Upon their return to the ranch, however, the grandfather saw the blue coat in a different light. It brought back dark memories to the veteran Rebel soldier, and as soon as he saw it, he threw it into the flaming fireplace.




  Arthur immediately packed his belongings and left home, never to return.




  Another version of this critical event in Arthur’s life came from Carol Strouse, an heir who currently owns what remains of Tex Cobb’s* Spring Creek homestead. Tex told her that his mother had died during childbearing while he was young, and from that day on he was raised by a Negro mammy. After a few years, his father took a young bride. This act for some reason offended young Arthur. He felt that things had been going along just fine the way they were before the new woman interrupted his happy childhood. Life went downhill, and by the time he was twelve, he’d had enough. He packed up and left, never to return.




  There’s no way to tell which version is the truth. Rusty was known to exaggerate a story or fabricate a scene to add color, but often, if you look far enough behind the fabrication, there was a related true-life incident to provide some foundation. Tex was equally well known for dressing up a good story. Possibly, both incidents contributed to the impending departure. A coat incident with the Rebel grandfather combined with a new bride in the house could have put the hot-blooded young Arthur over the top and driven him out of the household.




  Or there may even be a simpler explanation stemming from a cultural practice that has largely been lost in the mists of time. In his book Tom Mix, author Paul Mix has this to say about cattlemen in the early days of the large cattle ranches:




  

    Many pioneers of the cattle country were anxious to get their sons out and working, hoping to get them away from the table as soon as possible. Around 12 years of age, they would be “let out” to the drovers, working mostly for their board, keep, and experience. This would keep the youngsters away from the family feedbag for months at a time. These nonpaid youngsters were called “cow boys” to differentiate them from the experienced drovers.


  




  Striking out on his own, Arthur made his way across the vast wastelands of the West. For several years he cowboyed throughout the broad cattle country of the Southwest. It is obvious that Tex and Rusty talked about those days because tantalizing glimpses into Tex’s pre-Alaska past have survived. Rusty kept notes that he hoped someday to develop into stories about Tex:




  Tex and the squeaking rabbit.




  Tex, the fur-buyer and the sewed-up lynx.




  Tex and the infernal machine.




  Lost in a Nevada cave five days and nights without food or water.




  Carrying precious stones on a train through Mexico and Texas.




  Strychnine salad.




  Hooking the Indian on the wall.




  Burning huge cottonwood from glacier.




  Shower of rose petals.




  The man in the firebox in the locomotive.




  If only we knew more about these incidents. . . .




  Rusty alluded to some of Tex’s early adventures in his stories. He told of the time Tex was up in Indian Territory and dated a young lass by the name of Dalton. Late one night as he delivered her home, her brothers met them at the door and asked Tex some rather pointed questions about his intentions. Figuring they were a bunch of hayseeds that he could easily whip, he fired back a few choice Texas comments. To his surprise, they broke up laughing. Disgusted, Tex made his way back to his hotel. The next day he found out that these were the Dalton boys, well-known desperadoes who could as easily have shot him down as laughed at him. That was the end of that relationship.




  Chuck Lewis, a neighbor of Tex’s in the 1950s, remembers him telling about some of his early adventures. Tex once mentioned in passing that he would occasionally cross over into Mexico with his cowboy friends and steal cattle. They’d rustle them back across the border to bolster their profits—apparently a commonplace event at the time along the border. He enjoyed Mexico and had lots of fun there until one day, lying in a hammock with his Colt resting across his chest in a cross-draw fashion, he was approached by a couple of Mexican rurales who intended to arrest him. Knowing he’d never see the light of day again once they corralled him, Tex drew the Colt Bisley, “thumbed off a few shots,” and killed both men. That was the end of his Mexican adventures.




  It would not be the only gunfight in which Tex found himself. He related to Chuck that there were others. He provided no details but did show Chuck, a former army medic, two bullet wounds he had acquired in his pre-Alaskan days. One round white mark was on the upper right side of the chest, and the other was lower, toward the waist on the left side.




  One other bullet wound did have a story. Tex was an innocent bystander when a stray bullet smashed completely through his face during an Alaskan saloon shootout, taking out the back teeth on both sides of his jaw. The bullet also furrowed the top of his tongue, leaving scar tissue as it healed and causing Tex to develop the habit of lightly smacking his lips and tongue as if trying to identify an unknown taste. This habit stayed with Tex the rest of his life, a distracting trait that most people grew accustomed to.




  A letter from Rusty to Tex, written in 1949, outlined Rusty’s efforts to trace the ownership of a large piece of New Mexico property that Tex felt he owned. Rusty was wintering in the Southwest and had offered to look into the matter. The letter mentioned Tex’s joint prospecting venture with Ed Hartman in the western Burro Mountains. Hartman had homesteaded the property in the late 1800s and willed it to Tex when he died. Apparently, quite a bit of skullduggery went on over the years because the attorney representing Tex never recorded the land in his name or made the tax payments Tex had sent. As a result, the property was sold for back taxes, and some accomplices picked it up for a small sum. No record exists of the outcome of this legal battle, but it shows that Tex spent time prospecting in the southern New Mexico mountains.




  Other rumors persist about Tex working as a meat hunter for the gold camps in California, Nevada, and Colorado, and trapping furs and prospecting as he moved from place to place. During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, fabulous gold and silver strikes were made across the vast wastelands of western North America. Tex had a lifelong interest in prospecting, and it would not be farfetched to picture him moving from one bonanza to another, as did so many other prospectors of the time.




  He may have been a participant at the rushes at Cripple Creek, Leadville, Virginia City, or Deadwood. I can even imagine nineteen-year-old Tex leaning against a fencepost across the street from the OK Corral in Tombstone one day in October 1881, watching a group of tough-looking men approach a side-lot where one of the West’s most infamous gun battles would play out.




  But it was the gold strikes in Alaska in the late 1890s that set the tone for Tex’s future.




  Carol Strouse was of the opinion, from something that Tex once said, that he had seen military service in the Philippines at the turn of the century. He would have been in his twenties, and this is certainly a possibility. In fact, that may have been where he first heard of the gold fields of Alaska.




  In The Opening of Alaska, 1901–1903, Brigadier General Billy Mitchell tells of young Americans being “fired with the spirit of adventure such as had not seized America since the days of ’49. Those of us in the army who had been through the Spanish War, the Philippine Insurrection, and the Boxer Rebellion were naturally more imbued with this spirit than others.” After three years of continuous adventure in the Far East, these soldiers were bored to tears upon returning to their sedate existence in rural America. The news from the far north of fabulous gold strikes gave them an incentive to pack up and chase off after more adventure. Their tough military experience had taught them to be resourceful and to brave primitive conditions, relying on their own wits to survive.




  Tex was very likely one of these soldiers.




  Rusty dates Tex’s arrival in Alaska as 1905. But an interview with Tex, conducted by T. A. Moyer of the Palmer Historical Society in 1959, indicated that his first trip to Alaska was in the spring of 1907. Close friend Chuck Lewis, on the other hand, is dead certain that Tex told him he’d been in Alaska since 1901. The Moyer account provides details that help substantiate the 1907 arrival, but there is no way of knowing for certain. Tex may have gone up for summer prospecting trips in 1901 and 1905 and returned again at a later date to settle permanently. Or he may have been intentionally blurring the details of his past in the belief that he was creating a bit of mystery around his life—à la his friend Rusty.




  If we take the 1907 date as most likely, the fabulous gold strikes at Dawson and Nome in the closing years of the previous century were long past. But to someone with gold fever, imagining what other undiscovered veins of ore awaited his efforts surely kept his interest alive. There may have been a commitment to the military that had to be fulfilled, or possibly a period at home after military service during which boredom set in, before he gave in to his wanderlust.




  According to the Moyer account, Tex spent the summer of 1907 paddling around the coastal streams and shores of the inland passage near Ketchikan in southeast Alaska, looking for gold. Southeast Alaska at that time was still a remote wilderness, with plenty of open water and land for the adventuresome to explore. Gold, furs, and fish lured many an early explorer out into the watery wilderness, and Tex would have traveled far and wide through the inland passages and channels looking for gold and finding unspeakable beauty at every turn. Again, according to Moyer, Tex returned to Texas in early 1908, but not for long. Intrigued by what he’d seen in the Northland, he had to see more.




  Could it have been that once, as he set out from the wharf in Juneau, a young couple and their lanky boy standing on the dock caught Tex’s eye? The redheaded youngster would have had an intensity about him that gave Tex the chills. Doffing his Stetson, he might well have waved and then pulled hard on his oars, taking his prospecting outfit—everything he owned in the world—out into the tidal channel and off toward a remote cove where he planned to explore the possibilities of the clear-water stream flowing down from the high tundra above.




  Eventually, in 1909, Tex made his way to Seward and soon after to the Susitna Valley, joining a gold stampede into the Cache Creek area west of the Susitna in the southern shadows of the mighty Alaska Range. A claim he staked did not pay out. So that summer he built a raft and floated downstream to Susitna Station, a trading community near the mouth of the Susitna River.




  According to Rusty, Tex spent some time there and acquired a dog that he kept with him for many years. In early 1910, he joined up with three other men and boated to Knik, the trailhead to the inland mining camps, where he went into the horse-trading business. His customers were the miners and prospectors of the Willow Creek district to the north. Realizing that there would be no feed for the horses when deep winter arrived, he made sure he had traded most of them off by freeze-up, and headed north to join the miners at Willow Creek. He found gold quartz on his claim and worked it until the gold was all taken from the ground.
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