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TO JOHN RODEN

for splicing the lifeline at Ellen Creek


The old ocean at the land’s foot, the vast

Gray extension beyond the long white violence . . .

And the gray air haunted with hawks:

This place is the noblest thing I have ever seen.

Robinson Jeffers, The Place for No Story



ONE
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A HIGH-NOSED cedar canoe, nimble as a sea-bird, atop a tumbling white ridge of ocean.

Carried nearer and nearer by the water’s determined sweep, the craft sleds across the curling crest of wave and begins to glide the surf toward the dark frame of this scene, a shore of black spruce forest. On a modern chart of the long, crumbled coastline south from the Gulf of Alaska toward the Strait of Juan de Fuca this particular landfall is written in as Arisankhana Island. None of the four voyagers bobbing to its shore here in a winter dusk of the year 1853, however, knows anything of this name, nor would it matter to their prospect if any did.

Now the canoemen as they alight. Karlsson and Melander and Wennberg and Braaf. More days than they wish to count they have been together in the slender canoe, dodging from one of this coast’s constant humps of forest-and-rock to the next. Each man of them afraid a number of times in these days; brave almost as often. Here at Arisankhana they land wetly, heft their slim but laden craft across the gravel beach into hiding within the salal and salmonberry.

“Hope to Christ”—the broad man, Wennberg, this—“this’s drier than last night’s.”

“Oh, aye, and God send you wine and figs too, Wennberg?”

“Ought’ve left him, Melander.” The one named Braaf, here. “Ought’ve left him cooped in New Archangel.”

The slender one of them, called Karlsson, stays silent.

They turn away to the abrupt timber. As the trees sieve them from sight, another white wave replaces the rolling hill of water by which the four were borne to this shore where they are selecting their night’s shelter, and where one of them is to die.

 • • • 

Their escape from New Archangel was of Melander’s making. In any day’s comings and goings at that far-north assemblage of hewn logs and Russian tenacity, Melander you would have spied early. Toplofty man with lanks of arms and high hips, so that he seemed to be all long sections and hinges. His line of jaw ran on as well, and so too his forehead; in the extent of Melander only the bright blue eyes and stub nose and short mouth neighbored closely, a sudden alert center of face amid the jaw-and-forehead expanse as if peering in wily surprise out of the hole of a tree trunk.

“A strong right arm is the lever of life, these Russians say. You’d think by chance the Castle crowd might once put the lever to something other than hoisting a glass of champagne, aye?” Early on, too, you would have come to know the jointed talk of the man, this Melander habit of interrupting himself to affirm whether he dared go on with so mesmerizing a line of conversation. All such reluctance to dazzle further notwithstanding, thirty-one times out of thirty Melander could be counted on for continuation. “But no, lie around up there like seals they all do, yip-yipping down at the rest of us. . . . Luck for them that we were born, else they’d starve to death figuring out right boot from left foot. . . . To be Russian is to be a toothache to the world, aye?”

Born on the isle of Gotland and thinking of himself as a Swede, Melander actually numbered in the landless nationality, that of the sea. Beyond memory his people on Gotland were fisherfolk, generation upon generation automatically capable with their reaping nets as if having happened into the world with hands shaped only for that task. So it came as a startling flex of independence when Melander, himself beginning to resemble a sizable height of pine spar, went off from his village of Slite to tall-masted vessels. Aboard ship he proved rapidly apt, the type of sea roamer of whom it was appraised that each drop of his blood was black Stockholm tar and his every hair a rope yarn. Ten or so years of sailing the Baltic and the North Sea bettered his position almost voyage by voyage, and then—“Had I been born with brass on my corners, you’d one day be calling me Admiral,” Melander half-joked to his deckhands the day he was made first mate.

Just such a billet, second in command of a schooner bearing twenty fresh seven-year men from Stockholm in the spring of 1851, was the one that shunted Melander to Alaska. Russian America, that world-topping wilderness yet was known as, its wholesale purchase by the United States—and consequent rechristening of New Archangel to what the coast’s natives knew this vital speck of site as, Sitka—waiting a decade and a half into the future.

Although he had no farthest thought of new endeavor at the onset of that voyage, a pair of outlooks swerved Melander into staying on at New Archangel. The first loomed square ahead—the eleven-month expanse of return voyage in the company of the schooner’s captain, a fidgety little circle-faced Finn who was veteran in the Baltic trade but had proved to be quite literally out of his depth on the ocean. The other lay sidewise to Mister First Mate Melander’s scrutiny, berthed there against a backdrop of Alaskan forest the spring morning when he reached final exasperation with his dim captain: The Russian-American Company’s steamship, the Emperor Nicholas I.

In a time and place earlier, Melander would have been the fellow you wanted to set a spire on a cathedral; in a later, to oversee a fleet of mail planes. But on an April day in 1851 at one of the rim ends of the known world, what sat at hand was this squatty wonder of self-propulsion. This, and a proclaimed shortage of gifted seamen in these northern Pacific waters which the fur-trading Russians historically had navigated, pre-Nicholas and pre-Melander, like men lurching across ice.

“If the wind were clever enough,” Melander observed to the baffled Finnish skipper upon taking leave of him, “it ought to snuff out these steamsnorters before they get a start, aye?”

Melander maybe under different policy would have gone on to earn his way up the ranks of the Russian-American Company at New Archangel like a lithe boy up a schooner’s rigging; become a valued promyshlennik, harvester of pelts, for the tsar’s Alaskan enterprise in the manner, say, of occasional young Scotsmen of promise who, along the adjoining fur frontier of northmost North America, were let to fashion themselves into field captains of the Hudson’s Bay Company by learning to lead brigades of trappers and traders, keep the native tribes cowed or in collaboration, deliver a reliable profit season upon season to London; and, not incidentally, to hold those far spans of map not only in the name of their corporate employers but for the British crown, which underlay the company’s charter terms like an ornate watermark. Simpson, McLoughlin, Douglas, Campbell, Rae, others: Caledonians who whittled system into the wilderness, names known even yet as this continent’s northern roster of men of enterprise and empire. But maybe is only maybe, and the facts enough are that on the broad map of mid-nineteenth-century empires Alaska lies apart from the Hudson’s Bay span of Canadian dominion. (“It was but natural,” the magistrate of America’s frontier history, H. H. Bancroft, would aver, “in the gigantic robbery of half a world, that Russia should have a share; and had she been quicker about it, the belt might as well have been continued to Greenland and Iceland.”) That, indeed, this colossal crude crown of northwestmost wilderness is tipped sharply, as if in deliberate spurn, away from London to the direction of Siberia and St. Petersburg. That within the tsar’s particular system of empire-by-proxy, Swedes and other outlanders who signed on with the Russian-American Company’s fur-gathering enterprise did so as indentured laborers, seven-year men. And that the name Melander thus is not to be discovered anywhere among the frontier baronage.

For as will happen, Melander after pledging to the Russian-American Company did find his life altered by the alluring new nautical machinery, right enough. But not in the direction hoped. Only seldom the Russians fired up the Nicholas, whose boilers proved to require approximately two days of woodchopping for each day of voyage—a visiting Hudson’s Bay officer once amended the vessel’s name to Old Nick, on the ground that it consumed fuel at the rate you might expect of Hell—and on the occasions when its paddle-wheels were set into ponderous thwacking motion, positions aboard were snatched by bored officers of the small Russian navy contingent stationed at New Archangel. Melander’s service aboard the Nicholas occurred only whenever the Russian governor, Rosenberg, took his official retinue on an outing to the hot springs at Ozherskoi, an outpost south a dozen miles down Sitka Sound. In Melander’s first Alaskan year this happened precisely twice, and his sea-time-under-steam totaled six days.

The rest of his workspan? A Russian overseer conferred assignment on Melander as promptly as the supply schooner vanished over the horizon on the voyage back to Stockholm and Kronstadt. “Friend sailor,” the overseer began, “we are going to give you a chance to dry out your bones a bit,” and Melander knew that what followed was not going to be good. Because of his ability of handling men and, from time on the Baltic, his tongue’s capability with a bit of Russian—and his Gotland knowledge of fish—henceforth Melander was in charge of the crew that salted catches of salmon and herring for New Archangel’s winter larder.

Seven-year men. “The Russians’ hornless oxen,” as Melander more than once grumbled it.

 • • • 

“Deacon Step-and-a-Half is at it again.”

Melander peered with interest along the cardplayers and conversationalists in the workmen’s barracks to see where the gibe had flown from. A fresh turn of tongue was all too rare in New Archangel. Melander himself had just tried out his latest declaration to no one in particular: “A seven-year man is a bladeless knife without a handle.” That had attracted him the anonymous dart, not nearly the first to bounce off his seaman’s hide.

These shipmates—Melander corrected himself: barrackmates—were an everysided lot. Finns and Swedes under this roof, about all they could count in common were their term of indentureship and the conviction that they were sounder souls than the Russian work force in the several neighboring dwellings. The Scandinavians after all had been pulled here. Most of the Russian laborers simply were shoved; stuffed aboard ship at Okhotsk on the coast of Siberia and pitched across the North Pacific to the tsar’s Alaskan fur field. Be it said, these Siberian vagabonds had not been encouraged onward to Russian America for habits such as nudging ducks into puddles. Thugs, thieves, hopeless sots, no few murderers, the flotsam of any vast frontier, jostled among them. (“Where,” an appalled governor of New Archangel once wrote home to a grandee of the Russian-American Company, “do you get such men?”) But so did debtors, escaped serfs, those whose only instinct was to drift. Melander, by now no admirer of anything Russian, saved his contempt for the New Archangel officialdom. These others, the Okhotskans, simply had made humankind’s usual blunder, forgot to get themselves highborn.

As for this crew in evening dawdle all around him, they nested here idle as— Abruptly Melander stood up, a process like staves suddenly framing themselves together into a very large scarecrow. Amid a card game several bunks away a shipwright from Karlskrona flicked a nervous glimpse his way.

Grinning at so easy a giveaway, Melander awarded a mocking nod to his derider and in galumphing strides went from the barracks. Outside held another sort of confinement, but at least airier than in. Melander as ever glanced up, the way he might have checked a topgallant sail, at the peak that thrust over all their lives at New Archangel, ungainly Verstovia. Its summit a triangle of rough rock atop a vaster triangle of forested slope, Verstovia presided up there broad and becrowned, the first presence each morning, the last at every dusk. And farther, snowier crags attended Verstovia on both sides. A threefold Jericho, this place New Archangel, walled first by the stockade, next by these tremendous mountains, and last, the distances to anywhere else of the world.

Odd, the deceit of distance. How it was that men would brave the miles to a new place, the very total of those miles seeming to promise a higher life than the old, and then find the work dull, the wage never quite totting up to what it should, the food worse than ever—the longing to be elsewhere now pivoted straight around. Yes, that was the way for a seven-year man, distance played these tricks as if a spyglass had spun end-for-end in his hands.

Melander moved off toward the central street of the settlement and encountered one of the company clerks, no doubt on his way to the governor’s hill garden. Many of the Castle Russians strolled such a constitutional at evening, any custom of home being paced through more devoutly here than in Muscovy itself. Melander considered that the man was wasting footsteps. More than beds of pansies and fuchsias were required to sweeten the soul of any Russian. Nonetheless—

“Drostia,” the lanky Swede offered with a civil nod and was greeted in turn. Perhaps a Melander could not rise at New Archangel, but at least he could invest some care to stay level.

This was one of the lengthening evenings of summer of 1852, the moment of year when darkness seemed not to care to come and New Archangel’s dusk took advantage to dawdle on and on. Before the season turned, eventide would stretch until close onto midnight. The long light copied Swedish summer. Which meant that while this slow vesper of the Alaskan day was the time Melander liked best, it also cast all the remindful shadows of what he had become absented from. His birthland. The sea. And his chosen livelihood. Triple tines of exile. Much to be prodded by.

Only because the route afforded the most distance for his restless boots, Melander roved on west through the narrow shoreline crescent of settlement. Past log building after log building, bakery, joinery, warehouses, officers’ quarters, smithy; if bulk of timbering were the standard of civilization, New Archangel could have preened grand as Stockholm. Sea drifter he was, Melander had never got used to this hefty clamped into-the-wilderness feel of the port town. “Log barns and sawdust heads,” the style of Russian America was summed by Melander.

In about four hundred paces from his barracks departure Melander’s traipse necessarily ended, the high timbered stockade with its closed sally port here stoppering New Archangel until morning.

Melander still needed motion. And so changed course to the north. Rapidly passed the gate watchman yawning within his hut. Climbed the short knoll where the first of the stockade’s blockhouses overlooked the gate. In long pulls clambered up the ladder to the catwalk beside the blockhouse. Here met the quizzing glance of the Russian sentry and muttered: “The damned Finns are singing in the barracks again. They sound like death arguing with the devil.”

The sentry nodded in pitying savvy and returned to his watching slot within the timbered tower. Melander was left solitary, scanning out beyond Sitka Sound and its dark-treed islands schooled like furry whales to the threadline of horizon that is the Pacific.

A time of studying seaward. The ports of all the planet were out there. Danzig and Copenhagen, Kronstadt, Trondheim, Rotterdam, London . . . Men and women are hard ore, we do not go to slag in a mere few seasons of forge: Melander aland was yet Melander, First Mate.

A raven flapped past, pulled a glance from the tall man. These black birds ruled the roofs of New Archangel and their metallic comment up there somehow struck an odd humility into a person.

Finally, as if at last reassured that the water portion of the world still hung in place, Melander dropped his gaze. Now was peering directly down at the edge of shore subjacent to the outside end of the stockade.

Here his looking held for a good while.

Eventually, the tall man murmured something. Something so softly said that the sentry nearby in the blockhouse mistook the sound for another mutter against twittering Finns.

It was not that, though. This:

“Maybe not bladeless.”

Do such things have a single first moment? If so, just here Melander begins to depart from a further half-dozen years of the salting of fish.

 • • • 

“Take our swig outside the stockade, whyn’t we? The farther you can ever get from these Russians, the better anything tastes. Aye?”

Tin mugs of tea in hand, Melander and Karlsson passed the sentry at the opened gateway of the stockade and sauntered to the edge of the native village which extended in a single-file march of dwellings far along the shoreline. In front of the two Swedes now stretched Japonski, biggest of the islands schooled thick in Sitka Sound. The channel across to Japonski was just four hundred yards or so, but one of the quirks of New Archangel’s spot in the world was that this moatlike side of water somehow emphasized isolation more than the open spans of the bay.

This Karlsson was a part-time bear milker. That is to say, ordinarily he worked as an axman in the timber-felling crew, but also had sufficiently skilled himself as a woodsman that he was sent with the hunting party which occasionally forayed out to help provision New Archangel—to milk the bears, as it was jested. The sort with nothing much he cared to put to voice and of whom even less was remarked, Karlsson. It is told that at a Scandinavian free-for-all, Danes will be the ones dancing and laughing, Norwegians endeavoring to start a fight, Finns passing bottles, and Swedes standing along the wall waiting to be introduced. Melander constituted a towering exception to this slander, but Karlsson, narrow bland face like that of a village parson, would have been there among the wall props.

“They say it’ll be rice kasha for noon again. A true Russian feast they’re setting us these days, anything you want so long as it’s gruel, aye?”

“Seems so,” answered Karlsson.

Sociability was nothing that Melander sought out of Karlsson. A time, he had noticed Karlsson canoeing in across Sitka Sound here, back from a day’s hunting. Karlsson’s thrifty strokes went beyond steady. Tireless, in a neat-handed, workaday fashion. The regularity of a small millwheel, Melander had been put in mind of as he watched Karlsson paddle.

What brought down Melander’s decision in favor of Karlsson, however, was a feather of instant remembered from shipboard. Karlsson had been borne to Alaska on the same schooner as Melander, and Melander recalled that just before sailing when others of the indentured group, the torsion of their journey-to-come tremendous in them at the moment, were talking large of the bright success ahead, what adventure the frontier life would furnish and how swiftly and with what staggering profit their seven years of contract with the Russians would pass, Karlsson had listened, given a small mirthless smile and a single shake of his head, and moved off along the deck by himself. Whatever directed Karlsson to Alaska, it had not been a false northern sun over his future.

“I don’t see why that water doesn’t pucker them blue. They must have skins like seals with the hair off.”

As Melander and Karlsson stood and sipped, a dozen natives had emerged from one of the nearest longhouses, men and women together and all naked, and waded casually into the channel to bathe.

Karlsson’s reply this time was a shrug.

One further impression of the slender man’s interesting constancy also was stored away in Melander. The observation that Karlsson visited more often to the women in the native village than did any of the merchants of wind who perpetually bragged in the barracks about their lust. Or as Melander mused it to himself, the mermaids had hold of Karlsson’s towrope but he didn’t go around yipping the news.

Melander swept the bay and channel east to west with an arm, as if in salute to the day. He purposely had chosen this rainless morning of late June, gentle gray-silver overcast cupping the day’s light to lend clarity down to the spruce islands of the harbor and the sudden spearing mountains behind the settlement, the usual morning wind off the bay lazed to a breeze, to approach Karlsson before work call. His thought was that if Karlsson would entertain escape on this most silken of New Archangel days, he truly was ready.

Melander’s words, however, began where his motion ended. “Those canoes are longer than they look, aye?” In a row on the beach the natives’ cedar shells lay; the line of lithe craft, like sea creatures dozing side by side on the sand, which his gaze had been drawn to when he stood atop the stockade. “We could step into one here and step out at Stockholm.”

Karlsson’s face, all at once not nearly so bland, suggested the standard skepticism toward talk of un-cooping oneself from New Archangel. Because of the isolation so far into the North Pacific and because muskeg and sinkholes and an alpine forest so thick it seemed to be thatched began just beyond the stockade wall, the matter of escape always narrowed instantly to the same worn point. Where, except up to the sweet blue meadows of heaven, was there to go?

“The world has a lot of wheres,” vouched Melander now. “We need just four of them.”

He drained his mug in a final gulp, folded himself down to rest one knee on the dirt, and with a stick began to trace.

A first south-pointing stab of shoreline, like a broad knife blade. “This one, we’ve got”—Baranof Island, on the oceanward side of which they squatted now.

A speckle of isles, then another large landform, south-pointing too, like the sheath Baranof had been pulled from. “The Queen Charlottes.”

Another brief broken isle-chain of coast, then a long blunt slant, almost sideways to the other coastal chunks. “Vancouver’s Island.”

At last, fourth and biggest solidity in this geographical flagstone of Melander’s, the American coastline descending to the Columbia River. The place where the dirt lines of coast and the river met, Melander Xed large. “Astoria,” Melander said this mark was.

Map lesson done, Melander recited to the close-tongued Karlsson the main frame of his plan. That if they selected their time well and escaped by night they could work a canoe south along the coast. That there at its southern extent, down beyond the Russian territory and that of the Hudson’s Bay Company, the place called Astoria was operated by the Americans as an entry port. From there ships would come and go, ships to the docks of Europe. To, at last, Stockholm.

Six weeks’ canoe journey, Melander estimated, to Astoria. If they caught luck, could manage to sail part of the voyage, a month.

“You talk us in royal style from here to there, Melander. But this God-forgotten coast, in a canoe . . .”

Karlsson fell silent again, looking off around the island-speckled bay and up into the timbered mountains. Verstovia’s skirt forest showed every branch distinct today, almost every bristle; vast green lacework, it seemed.

Melander knew he was going to have a wait. There always was about this Karlsson a calm just short of chill. He was a Smålander, and that ilk were known to have in them whatever stone God had left over after He filled their fields with it. “One. word, good as two”—this was the anthem of Smålanders. Right now the lean man was appraising the horizon of Alaska as if someone had offered him the whole tumbled country for forty riksdaler.

Then again, Melander noticed Karlsson’s glance come back twice and linger in the vicinity of the bathing native women.

On such a New Archangel day sound carried like light, and from the blacksmith shop within the stockade began to chorus the measured clamor of hammer against anvil.

As if roused by the clangor, Karlsson turned to the taller man.

“Two of us are not enough strength for that much paddling.”

“No,” Melander agreed. “Our other man is Braaf.”

“Braaf? That puppy?”

Melander tendered his new coconspirator a serious smile in replica of Karlsson’s own aboard the schooner in Stockholm harbor.

“We need a thief,” Melander explained.

 • • • 

That is the way they became two. Disquieted shipman, musing woodsman, now plotters both. Against them, and not yet knowing it, although habitually guardful as governing apparatuses have to be, stood New Archangel and its system of life. The system of all empires, when the matter comes to be pondered. For empires exist on the principle of constellations in the night sky—pattern imposed across unimaginable expanse—and the New Archangels of the planet at the time, whether named Singapore or Santa Fe or Dakar or Astoria or Luanda or Sydney, were their specific scintillations of outline. Far pinspots representing vastly more than they themselves were.

That voyage which deposited Melander and Karlsson into their indentured situation illustrates that here in the middle of the nineteenth century, this work of putting out the lines of star web across the planet had to be done with the slow white wakes of sailing ships. But done it was. Sea-lanes were extended and along them the imperial energies resolutely pulsed back and forth, capital to colony and colony to capital. Africa, Asia: the lines of route from Europe were converging and tensing one another into place for decades to come. North America: the gray-gowned wee queen of England reigned over Ojibwas and Athapaskans and Bella Coolas, the United States was taking unto itself the western vastness between the Mississippi and the Pacific, the tsar’s merchants of Irkutsk and St. Petersburg were being provided fortunes by bales of Alaskan furs.

Such maritime tracework seemed, in short, to be succeeding astoundingly. Yet . . . yet all this atlas of order rested on the fact that it requires acceptance, a faith of seeing and saying, “Ah yes, here is our Great Dipper, hung onto its nail in heaven,” to make constellations real. So that what the makers of any imperial configuration always needed be most wary of was minds—such as Melander’s, such as Karlsson’s, such as the one Melander was calculating upon next to ally with their two—which happened not to be of stellar allegiance.

 • • • 

Braaf would have given fingers from either hand to be gone from New Archangel. He had after all the thief’s outlook that in this many-cornered world of opportunity, an occasion would surely arrive when he could pilfer them back.

Put it simply, stealing was in Braaf like blood and breath. He was a Stockholm street boy, son of a waterfront prostitute and the captain of a Baltic fishing ketch, and on his own in life by the age of seven. Alaska he had veered to because after a steady growth of talent from beggary to picking pockets to thievery the other destination imminently beckoning to him was fängelse: prison.

So Braaf turned up as another in the 1851 contingent to New Archangel, and at once skinning knives and snuffboxes and twists of Circassian tobacco and other unattached items began to vanish from the settlement as if having sprung wings in the night. The Russians vented fury on the harborfront natives for the outbreak of vanishment, but the coterie of Swedes and Finns rapidly made a different guess, the new young Stockholmer among them having set up shop as a kind of human commissary in the barracks. Because Braaf stayed reasonable in his prices—interested less in remuneration than in chipping the monotony of Alaskan life, which he found to be a rain-walled prison in its own right—and was diplomatic enough not to forage from his own barrackmates, nothing was said against him.

How hard it would have been anyway to lodge a believable case against Braaf. At twenty, he displayed the round ruddy face of a farmboy—an apple of a face—and in talking with you lofted his gaze with innocent interest just above your eyes, as if considerately measuring you for a hat.

 • • • 

The morning after tea was taken outside the stockade of New Archangel by a pair of Swedes, it was taken by a trio.

“Me?” Braaf murmured when Melander loomed alongside him and Karlsson appeared at his opposite shoulder. “No, I was just about to . . . Sorry, I’ve to . . . Maybe the noon break, I’ll . . .”

In his quiet manner Karlsson suggested Braaf had better shove a bung in his spout and hear out Melander’s proposition.

“You put it that way,” Braaf revised, “and my ears are yours.”

On the slope of shore above the canoes, Braaf studied back and forth from Melander’s forehead to Karlsson’s as Melander once more outlined the plan.

“Austria, I’ve heard of that. But is it anywhere around here?”

“Astoria,” Melander repeated with patience. “It’s the port for a part of this coast the Americans call Oregon.”

“Imagine,” said Braaf politely through a slurp of tea.

“Braaf, we need your skill of, umm, acquiring. It’ll take supplies and supplies for such a journey.”

“Why should I?”

“Because you’re stuck here like a stump if you don’t.”

“That’s a reason, I suppose. Why won’t we drown?”

“God’s bones, Braaf, these Kolosh canoes float like waterbugs. You’d need be an oaf to tip one over.”

“I’ve been in company with an oaf or two in my time.”

“Braaf, listen,” Karlsson broke in. “I go in these canoes all the time, and I am undrowned.”

“For all I know you have gills in the cheeks of your ass, too.”

“Braaf,” Melander resumed as if reciting to a limited child. “You have a choice here which comes rare in life. Join us and leave this Russian shitpile, or stay and be caught one day lifting one snuffbox too many. You’ve seen what these Russians can do with a knout. That sergeant of the sentries will sign his name up and down your back. Aye?”

“Pretty choice you paint. Rock and stony place.”

“What else is the world? Step in with us, Braaf. It’ll take your fast fingers to get us from here. But we can get.”

“My fingers should ever see the day they’re fast as your tongue, Melander.”

“Thank you, but we can race another time. With us, are you, or not?”

“You know for heaven-certain that we’ll find this American fort at—what’s it, Astruria?”

“Astoria. It is there. I have known sailors whose ships have called there. Could be we’ll not even need to go that far, maybe meet a merchantman or trading ship or whaler along the way. English, Spanish, Americans, or the devil, won’t matter which. So long as they’re not Russians. Aye?”

“And the downcoast natives? Koloshes and whatever-the-hell-else they might be?”

“I already said the devil.”

Only for an instant now, about the duration of a held breath, did Braaf’s eyes come steady with those of Melander and Karlsson. Just before he nodded agreement to join the escape. And that is how they became three.

 • • • 

In the galaxy of frontier enclaves sparked into creation by colonialism, New Archangel was a map dot unlike any other. Simultaneously a far-north backwater port and capital of a territory greater than France and Spain and England and Ireland taken together, the settlement ran on Russian capacities for hard labor and doggedness, and was kept from running any better than it did by Russian penchants for muddle and infighting. New Archangel here fifty years after its founding still stood forth in the image of its progenitor, the stumpy and tenacious Aleksandr Andreevich Baranov. Of Baranov historians exclaim that, like Napoleon, he was a little great man, for Baranov it was who as first governor of Russian America began in 1791 to stretch Russian strength from the Aleutian chain of isles down the great arc of Alaska’s coast, bending or breaking the native cultures along the route one after another: Aleuts chastened into becoming the Russians’ seasonal hunters of fur seals and sea otters, people of the Kenai cajoled into allegiance by Baranov’s mating with the daughter of a foremost chief, stubbornly combative Tlingits—whom the Russians dubbed Koloshes—at last in 1804 dislodged from Sitka Sound by the cannonades of one of the tsar’s gunships.

Baranov had true need of Sitka. Along virtually all of that stupendous southeast Alaskan coast the mountains drop sheer to the Pacific, spruce slopes like green avalanches into the seawater. Except at Sitka, where miles of harbor indent the archipelagic shoreline; an inlet “infinitely sinuous,” said an early observer. Sitka, where the deep notch of bay is sided by a handy shelf of shore. Sitka, where in further grudging bequest of topography, at the shelf’s southmost hook a knoll of rock some forty feet in elevation and four times as broad pokes up. Amid the coastline of shoulder to shoulder mountains this single odd stone callus was the strategic bayside point: the Koloshes employed the mound as their stronghold and Baranov would lose no time in perching his own thick-logged bastion there. The Russian-American Company’s frontier Gibraltar, perhaps say. So turn the issue this way, that, and the other—beyond doubt, Baranov whirled it dizzy—Sitka Sound represented the maritime ringhold into which Russian influence could be firmly knotted.

In this summer of 1852, the estimable Aleksandr Andreevich three decades dead, a double-storied governor’s house still called Baranov’s Castle squatted there in the air at the mound end of New Archangel’s single street. At the opposite extent rose the onion dome and carrot spire of the comely little Russian Orthodox cathedral. Betwixt and around, the habitations of New Archangel amounted to two hundred or so squared-log buildings, many painted an aspiring yellow as though tint and nearby shore qualified them as seaside cottages. But their rooflines were hipped, the heavy style slanting down in all four directions from the ridgepole; and where gables were fashioned in, they were windowed with small spoked semicircles of glass, like half-suns which never managed either to set or to rise. A burly low-slung squinting town, New Archangel for all its best efforts was, beneath the lording styles of cathedral and Castle.

One aspect further, and this the true civic eccentricity. As large a fleet of ships lay permanently aland in this port of Russian America as was customarily to be found in its harbor. Make-do was the architect here. When they no longer could be safely sailed, hulks were winched out of Sitka Sound onto shore and then improvised upon as needed. (“The tsar’s unsinkable squadron” of course is Melander’s gibe.) Of the first two, beached into usefulness in Baranov’s time, one hulk had been used as a church and the other as a gun battery—a pairing, canon and cannon, which may have caused the Koloshes to ponder a bit about their new landlords. This habit of collecting hull corpses ever since lent New Archangel, as one visitor summed it, “an original, foreign, and fossilized kind of appearance.”

The morning after Braaf joined the escape plan, Karlsson emerged from around a corner of the cathedral, on his way from the Scandinavian workmen’s barracks a short span to its north, and began to walk the brief dirt street between God’s domain and the governor’s. So deft with an ax that he often was sent to help with the shaping of a sail timber, Karlsson was delegated to work this day with the shipwrighting crew.

He very nearly could have arrowed to the shipyard with his eyes bound over, merely following the delicious waft of yellow cedar. Yet before reaching the ’wrighting store of timbers the far side of Baranov’s Castle, Karlsson veered west toward the stockade gate and the Kolosh village beyond.

Stepped outside and along the wall toward the beach.

Hunkered and began to scour the blade of his ax in the pale sand. Polishing away rust, this conscientious timberwright.

And second work too, for as he squatted, Karlsson from the corner of his eye studied the Kolosh canoes, prows rising in extension like the necks of fantastic horses, in their graceful rank along the beach.

All of New Archangel, stockade and cathedral and Castle and hulks and enterprises and dwellings, sat dwarfed this day by the Alaskan mountains, Verstovia and its throng of minions. Virtually atop the town in the manner that the spire and dome crowned the cathedral, the peaks were those a child would draw. Sharp tall pyramids of forest, occasionally a lesser summit rounded as a cannonball for comparison’s sake. Topknots of snow showed here and there, but the color everywhere else on these stretching peaks was the black-green that only a northern coastal forest en-mixes. A kind of colossal constancy breathes at you from form and tone of this sort, the surety that beyond such mountains, wherever you could peer there would stand only more such mountains. Except, of course, west into the ocean, where there was only more ocean.

As Karlsson set at his shipyard hewing, Braaf materialized at the western extent of the settlement, beside the eldermost of two schooner hulks beached there.

When Braaf arrived to New Archangel and it became evident that he was not, as listed on one manifest, a shipwright, nor, as supposed on another item of record, a shoemaker, and Braaf with shy innocence denied knowing how such misunderstandings possibly could have come about, a perplexed Russian-American Company clerk assigned him to the readiest unskilled job, as a cook’s helper. Daily Braaf managed to use this livelihood to manufacture free time for himself, much of it spent hiding out somewhere within this maritime carcass. The hulk neighboring it yet was in service as a cannon battery aimed into the Kolosh village, but dry rot had made a casualty of this vessel of Braaf’s.
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