Proposal for The Sea Rumners, by Ivan Doig

Two anchoring scenes of history, like hands measuring a breadth:

"Last Sunday"--the sixteenth of January, 1853, near Asteria,
Oregon--"as some of the settlers were crossing the bay, they
fourd , drif'ting in a canoe, three men nearly starved to deathsss.
Ore of the poor fellows was peeling the skin from of f his hands
ard arms and eating it."

Six weeks before, four men had crept from the fort at Sitka,
Alaska, headquarters of the Russian-America fur-trading company.
Having signed on from their native Sweden for seven years'

service at Sitka, the four chose to escape from their indenturement
with the Russian frontier regime; all they knew of their chosen
destinati on-~the American fur-trading post at Astoria--is its
direction, south along the wild coast of Alaska and British
Columbia, ard its means, an eighteen-foot canoe they have managed
to steal.

What stretches between the historical scenes is a desperate voyage
of a thousand miles, in North Pacific winter and through the waters of
the premier seagoing Indian tribes of the world. The story I'll tell
as a weave of history amd fiction, The Sea Runnerse

The record of that colossal jourrey exists now as a single six-inch
newspaper item, reported to the Oregon Weekly Times by one of the
settlers who stumbled across the three survivors in a coastal bay north
of Astoria. Besides the above quote, the brief report tells that the
voyagers ard 17 other men from Stockholm had come to Sitka "in the ship
Nicholas" in 1850 and that "after a residence of nearly three years,
They Tound that they could not bear the ill-usage and tyranny which
they were receiving, and determined to make their escape." It lists
their resources: a couple of compasses, a chart, muskets, powder and
shot, some fishing lines. All else of the story--the human components--
I will retrieve by setting to work on it with history's exactness of
detail and fiction's power of imagination.

The cast of characters:

Melander, the planner of the escape. Rebelling against the
indentured life--"the Russians' oxen," he bitterly describes
himself and the other Swedes--he has put together the escape
as if he were a man piecing out a chess problem. Tall and
museful, he is a commander who believes that events can be
summoned under control by patience and preparation.
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Karlsson is his first, carefully-chosen accomplice; a skilled
canoeman, and a frontiersman who seems to Melander to possess
useful depths of endurance. A taciturn figure who has not shown
himself interested in much about Sitka life except the native
women in the village outside the fort, Karlsson joins the escape
mostly from curiosity, to see whether the deed can be done.

Melarder's second selection, Braaf, is a thief, and chosen for
that reason. He it is who in the months of preparation steadily
compiles the necessary pilfered supplies. Braaf, at twenty, is
much the youngest of the men, a Stockholm street boy who enlisted
for Alaska a jump ahead of the law and is bored to his fingertips
by Sitka life.

The fourth man is the wild card flicked into the escape scheme:
Wennberg, a clever trapper who discerns the plan when he catches
Braaf amid a theft of provisions, and thereby muscles his way into
the escape. Wennberg is the most contentious and crafty of the
four, a dangerous element for the origimal three to deal with.

The novel opens at a point several days into the escape, as the
four are coming ashore to a dark-forested island for the night. A
couple of taut introductory paragraphs introduce the men and the
situation, building to a line something like:

"As the four men move from sight, another white wave replaces
the rolling hill of water which brought them to this shore where
they are selecting their night's shelter, and where one of them
is to die."

From there, the storyline steps back to how the escape was plotted
and achieved, follows the fugitives through the dangers of the first
portion of their journey, then connects again at this major point,
about a third of the way through the book, where the death is to occur.
Thereafter the story runs a straight line of adventure through the
rest of the forty days of voyage down the North Pacific coast.

Throughout the narrative, the sea runners face three constant
adversaries: the weather, the Indian tribes spaced along the coast,
and themselves. The principal plot developments are a decision to
cross a treacherous breadth of water (Dixon Entrance) in hard weather;
the death of one of the men at the hands of the Haida Indians; a
showdown about leadership; the problem of skirting past the potent
sea-going tribes of the southern portion of the journey, necessitating
some dangerous travel by night; and the final struggle of the survivors
to safety.



The best summary of the novel is that I intend it to be a page-turner.
The pace will be rapid; I see this as a book of 65,000-75,000 words,
perhaps fewer.

As to what the book will be "like", I might suggest Joseph Conrad's
Typhoon; that is, a continuous action story keyed to one powerful
element-~the impossible escape--as his was keyed to the colossal storm
at sea. On one point it might resemble too Guy Davenport's story of
the discovery of the Lascaux cave paintings, "Robot": as the sense of
prehistory emanates from the ochre wall animals "flowing in long strides
dovn some run of time" in Davemport's story, the black-forested North
Pacific coast will be the evolving universe of these men in the canoe.

Or perhaps I should leave it at this, that it'll be a novel of
considerable compression, with its focus always on the actions of
the men as they try to cope with ocean and wilderness. John Berryman
wrote that a mark of modernity is that a person now can live his life
without ever having the chance to know whether he is physically brave.
Daily for some forty days, the sea runners are whetted against that
question.
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The Russian establishment at Sitka. From an unsigned, undated drawing in the II B G archives.
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John Work, who was in charge of the Fort Simpson post
for a number of years at this time, has left in his Journal
a full report of a trading trip to the Queen Charlottes on
board the Llema commanded by Captain McNeill. They
left the west coast of Vancouver's Island on the first day
of May, 1835, and after trading around Laredo sound, the
ship stood across to Charlottc’s Island and in the evening
was off Cape James. From the Indians they traded 29
beaver, 16 land otter, 60 martens and 74 mink. No men-
tion of sea-otter is made. By the 10th of May, in spite
of baffling winds the Llan:: managed to niake Skidegate
Harbour. Here a number of canoes came off to trade fish,
bearskins and some marten skins. It was noticed that the
Indians seemed :hv of coming on board and Work soon
realized the cause of their hesitation. “Theu shyness arose
from the Jo: of the
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any is found among them. They grow considerable of
potatoes, they have several patches under cultivation
about their village.”

The trade in potatoes with the Company posts, here
mentioned for the first time, might be called the beginning
of agriculture on northern shores. Dr. John McLoughlin,
for long the head at Fort Vancouver, and under whose
jurisdiction all the forts on the coast fell, wrote to John
Work concerning the same matter as follows:

“] hope every means will be used to increase our intercourse with the
Indians of the Cuueen Charlotte Jslands. and it will b proper to purchase
potatoes and whatever p:operty they may bring to mduce (hem to visit

the Establishments more frequentiy. as we will be eventuaily the gainers
by such a course. The potatoes cost a trifle, and provided they are not

required at Fort Simpson . . . they may be sent to Stikeen if they could
be procurest i sufficiont quantities to fatten ; ~rk, swine may be sent it
b our spricg ship irom wiich you might breed ar d kil fdr exportation
casks being provided Fort i.:ang‘z; for that purpose.
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A gang of 100 colored miners are on
their way from Rick Ya., to
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Cplaco of the strikers. P
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“ “Beerbug” is'what some of the sin-'
fa] papers of tho west call Milwaukeo.
-+ & Wisconsin justica lately divorced
an ynhappy couple by repeating the
maTiage curemony backwards, i
7. The new nationul flag of Chioa i
said to resemble an old bedquilt with
lobsters running around on the" edgo.
Tom Scott controls sixteen thousand
miles of railroad aud sixtoen acres
begisliture.— Cburier Journal.
A cotem speaks of a fushiona-
ble tailor u‘:o brzinge“ono of the old war|
horses of tho trade.” ;Lhegy)‘éhafger
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" The inmate of &
| Hoboken describes the programmo of
his breakfast as “bells, jungled out of
tune, and bash.” . i e

* A young wan ia tho ardor of bis
affection promised to cherish ove of
our young ladies with love that would
SUIvive su army over-coat,

. A Bultimore Jenkins tells” us that
the prettiest lady und the leading belle
in socicty there just now is the dnugh-
Yor of & car eouducto.r.e e ;

: Collax is the first presiding officer of
the Senato who has retired without ‘a
vote of thanks from that body. =

“Where was the fire” asked a lady |
of her beau, who rushed out of
opera-house the other n'ﬁl;t the:
went the curtain fell on the first act.
“It was a fulso alarm, " said, Lo chow-
ing cloves vigorously. - ;
.. The absorption of small farme into
large ones is going on at a rapid rute
in Bourbon County. Kentucky. Oue
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Jndm from a Jottgr written at Astoria,

anuary 22, 1853, and publisbed a fow

days thereafter in'the Oregon’ IWeekly
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Y 88 soma, pf tho set-
tlers were crossing the bay, they found,
dn(u:g in o canoe, threo mep pearly
starved to dcath. _’i‘b’c’y gpoke to thein,
but could' ot make themsclves uuder-
stood. ‘Aftertaking them to their bouso
théy finally succeeded in convorsing
l:ith tbe'ﬂ.; ,Tho_isr wl;ilstoqywiu fol-

ws: They arg us, 8 ng:
to Stockholm’.' “In 1850 they engaged
to work for the Russian Fur Company
soven years, and accordingly embark-
od, in company with 17 others, in .the

sailed for the northwestern coast,
bound for Sitka. After a residence
of nearly three vears, they fouund that
thoy could not begr the illusage and
tyrezay which they wore receiviug,
and detormined to make their escape.
Ot the whole number, but four bad
the courage to make the attompt.
They bave been a year and & half in
waking preparations.  Every night
they, witg tho other residents of the
pluce, were in the habit of sloeping iu
the fort—boing the rules of the Com-
pany. After obtaining a couple of
passcs, a chart, some muskets, pow-

der, shot, some fishing lines, and a few
other articles, one dark night they
spoceed in getiing the sentinel who
‘was posted overtho gato intoxicated,
and ono of thom took his place, and
answered tho calls of the other seuti-
nels ; his comrades, in tho mcantime,
bad opened the gate, and ‘were get-
ting their things into a cance. A
short time before the relief came
sround, they got into the canoce and
shoved off.  They were soon missed,
cu% a party of Indians seot io pursuit.

wep bas  bought farms ow which
lived twonty-four fawilios, consisting
of one hundred ‘and” sixty _ong_,peo&
.\"w?. nearly every oug of whdw move

=, Wor the first time dince the organi-
zation of the city of Fort, Wayae, the
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" The white marblo statuo of Queen
| Victaria, weighing seven tous, las
arrived at. Windsor Custle, and is to
be 'placed in “tho vestibulo of tho
State Department, = The - Queen is
represcoted sitting'on & chair, with a
dog lying by ber side, -
Ar Qhio man attached a medal to
an vagle's meck and with much cero-
mony st it at liberty on Washington's
Nnﬁd.ya\_ Two days later the proud
bird wmado-a descont on a furmer's
sbecpgen and its brief careor was
ended by a chargoe of buckshot, '

A Chisaman, being examined as to
his competency totestify i gourt was
asked what wogld be his punishment
if bo should awear to lios,  “Ishall
pever return to China, but always
remain in Now York,” was tho reply.
Ho was at gpcoeworm, . !

. The appointment of ex-sonator Saw-
yer, of South Carolioa, w4 sssistant
secrotary of state,

hen they cae up with The fugitives,
the. Swedes laid down their paddles
apd soized their wuskets, de ninlu:
°
18, soving they wera armed, turped
b"i‘bo‘ th:?o : (ingod °::ul of
cdes coutinded oo, and afq
ped at a place called Dygouvre, wllup(-ﬂ
one ofstheir puihber wus killed by the
Indians, Thdy next attcmpted. to land
at Queen Charlotte’s lsland, but were
compelled to Joave awidst a shower
of bulls which complotely riddled the
sails of their cange,  Aftor a passage
of forty days they got into SBhoulwater
Bay, ina fog, and when it cleared up
they wege surprised to fiud themsclvys’
lund-locked. Wi ;
When found, they Lid been in tho
Bay seven days—subsisting on roats
und berries, - They=wore muych etna-
ciated, and looked the perfect pictures
of misery sud despair, - OQue of the
poor felfows, when found, was pogling
tho skin from off his hauds and arms
and eating it. Their canoe is about
eighteen feet in luogth Ly threq in
width; and with this they have made
a voyuge of over 1,000 wmiles on one
of the wornt parts of the coast. They
wore woll cared for by the citizens,
and at present are comtortably situ-
ted at Chinook. ~ Their pames are
Carl Grouland, Carl Wasterholm and
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Portland, Oregon 97205
Cable: Histore

1230 S.W. Park Avenue
(503) 222-1741

Mr. Ivan Doig
17021 10th Avenue N.W.
Seattle, Washington 98177 January 11, 1982

Dear Mr. Doig:

A postscript to January 8. Late that evening Colonel
D. telephoned with a lengthy observation on Dostoevskii and
the powers of the subconscious. The Colonel's subconscious
had reminded him of a long forgotten couplet:

U3 pajexa cobaku BO#,
A 3a CTeHHOH MNEepeKJWKaJCH UYaCOBOH.

Iz daleka sobaki voi,
A za stennoi pereklikalsia chasovoi.

From afar the dog howls,
And beyond the wall the sentry calls.

He added that he had also remembered that somewhere in literature
the sentry calls, "Caymail" "slushail®, "Listen!" or

"Harken!"

A little Monday morning ephemera...

. N
>V @\3@

With which are now incorporated The Battleship Oregon Museum, Oregon Geographic Names Board,
Oregon Landmarks Committee, Oregon Lewis and Clark Trail Committee,
North Pacific (Irkutsk) Archival Research Group



that I'd been out of town, my mail was being held at the post .
of fice, and I wrote you the "vninania™ letter during that.
Yasterday your report from the rethsr regions of the Colonel's
showed up, so I'd better hasten to assure you that
A #itka park rarger I've
been correspording with assures me that there's a Wm Blake
quote that "art...camot exist but in minutely organized
particulars,” In cases like this, I sure s hell hope 0.
Thanks again. A1l best.
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16 Jan,. 82

Dear Elizabethe-

Many thanks for your prompt response, and for your reassurance
that there isn't, somewhere out there, a scholar of watch calls
waiting to pounce on me. I think I'1l likely stick with "vnimanie"
and let it go at that,

T wish Golovin had been ten years prompter in his visit to New
Archargel. From a lot of sources and some imagination I've asserbled
a New Archangel backdrop for my characters which I think is pretty
accurate, but I've been nagged by the lack of some central gabby
visitor who would have put into a diary or letters a detailed look
at New Archangel exactly in 1852, I suppose working with James
Swan's diaries, on my previous book, spoiled me. Anyway, I'm glad
to have further verification of the siege mentality of the town;
part of the plot of my novel turns on the point of the Russians
being so wary of the Koloshes getting in, they overlooked my Swedes
wanting to get out.

On the stray chance that his work hasn't reached you, I perhaps
should pass along to you the name of: Victor P, Petrov, 5919 Battery
Road, Alexandria, VA 22308, He "has published three historical novels
on Russian America,"” and helped me by providing information on Russian
Christmas customs, He also sent me one of his books, vwhich my rusty
college Russian isn't at all up to, but it's titled Kamerger Dvora=--
something like Chamberld#n?--and is about Rezanov.

I'11 try cross paths with you next time I'm in Portland. Say
hello to Dick Brown for me, when next you see him; he's been a
marvelous salesman of my books,.

very best



OREGORN-FISTOIIC b SO TET Y

1230 S.W. Park Avenue
(503) 222-1741

Portland, Oregon 97205
Cable: Histore

Mr. Ivan Doig
17021 10th Avenue N.W.
Seattle, Washington 98177 8 January 1982

Dear Mr. Doig:

I am delighted to have your intriguing letter! 1In part,
of course, because I am so pleased to think you are so much
involved in an aspect of history that I find so utterly fas-
cinating -- but also because your letter spurs me into action.
Even since Dick Brown at the University of Oregon gave me
This House of Sky I have wanted to tell you how immensely moved
I was in reading it, both by the beauty and majesty of your
western mind, and by the evocation of the sense of space and
aloneness I summon up from memories of childhood summers in
northern Wisconsin. A different landscape, but a well remembered
awareness of solitude. And with your gift, you touch the
memories of others with grandeur.

Well. On to your question. I don't have an answer.
That is to say, I've not come across any mention of a watch
call in the materials I've been working on. I'm just now
preparing Golovin's letters to his mother and sister (written
during that same visit to Russian America) for publication;
he mentions that watch was constantly kept over the Tlingit/ “%*_”_“_%?
Kolosh village. But no watch call is mentioned. T called oo
my favorite Imperial Russian cavalry officer to make an
inquiry. After we had discussed Pushkin in some detail,
with a couple of detours into Lermontov, and a foray into
regimental life he allowed as how sentries in his day didn't
use calls. Eacﬂ had a whistle, and in case of real trouble,
he fired his gun. Not much help to you, I'm afraid. But
then, life on the Polish border in 1915 was a far remove from
New Archangel in 1852, I might suggest that your question
is so distilled that it's unlikely anyone will challenge
you. Successfully.

Please count me among your most ardent fans and do let
me know if you have any more such rarified questions!
With much admiration, a;x& d 510A76~ OFR
With which are now incorporated The Battleship Oregon Museum, Oregon Geographic Names Board, % g \
Oregon Landmarks Committee, Oregon Lewis and Clark Trail Committee, ‘P ¢ e

North Pacific (Irkutsk) Archival Research Group ‘1{ " m () g
(ealdn au 5 e

E. A. P. Crownhart-Vaughan
Russian Department
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6 Jan. 1”2

EsA.P. Crownhart-Vaughan

c/o Oregon Historical Society
1230 S.W. Park Avenue
Portland , Oregon

Your volume of Captain Golovin's 1862 report on Russian America
has been greatly helpful to me for the novel I've been working $orfor
the past year and a half--the story, based on a historical incident
of 1852-53, of four Swedes who flee their indenturement at New Archangel
and set off by canoe for Astoria. I'm trying to be right about details
of New Archangel life, and one item is proving especially elusive: I
wonder whether you've come across it in your scholarship on Russian
America. The newspaper piece on which I'm basing my story says that
the Swedes escaped by getting a gate guard drunk, "one of them took his
place and answered the calls of the other sentinels." The question
being, what was the call? The best source I've come up with, the
Bancrof t Library's manuscript of an 1853 visit to New Apchangel by
an American merchant named James C. Ward, says that eadh hour the sentries
called back and forth, "Attentioni" I've accordingly put "Vnimaniel"
into my imagined scene. One Russian America specialist I've checked
with meintains "Vnimanie" is too awkward a watch call, it must have
been samething such as "Storozl" Another such specialist says he sees
nothing whatsoever wrong with "Vnimeniel" It's a small point, but one
1'd 1ike to have correct; do you recall any such mention of a watch call .
in your delvings into Russian America?

best wishes
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Russian Church in historic Sitka, Alaska.
Photo by Mel Anderson
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16 Nove '92--Trying to unclog the office, moving Heart Earth research material
into retirement to make way for Bucking the Sun filecards ard folders, today
T winnowed The Sea Runners file cabinet drawer, disposing of about a foot of
photocopied articles etc. on Sitka, Russian America, Indian canoes, Swedish
background. Anything I thought of value, I consolidated into the file folder
with checking copies and correspondence; that turned out to incdlude notes on
the writing and editing, 1lst drafts of the book's lead, and similar items
which ought to be looked at if T do anything with the B lue as the Odyssey
filecard/diary of The Sea Runnerse ol



Maledicta : the Journal of Verbal Abuse articles used for The Sea Runners,
transferred to "lingo" file folder in Nove '92 wimmowing of " M " pesearch files.



FLora -- Sources: Food Plants of British Columbia, Part 1, Coastal Peoples,
B.C. Provincial Museum, Handbook #34 .
Flora of Alaska and Neighboring Territories, Eric Hulten

Blueberries - Indian use: berries eaten fresh, or dried into cakes, Or
preserved in oil, v

Devil's club - Common in ravines and openings. Young shoots browsed by deer.
The Indians sometimes brew tea from the very bitter bark as a toniec, or
may strip off the thorns and eat the green bark as tonic. (From "Alaska
Trees and Shrubs," U.S. Dept. of Agriculture,

Skunk cebbage - Indian use: leaves used to wrap fish with, and then cooked,

Huckleberry - Indian: eaten in large quantities, Mashed and dreid into cakes.,

Salmon berry - both sprouts and berries were eaten in large quantitites by
all coastal indian groups. The sprouts were picked in the spring, peeled
and eaten raw, Usually eaten fresh because watery to dry into cakes,

Rice root®m - The rice-like bulbs were dug and eaten, Boile d. Bitter,

Indian celery - Marrow eaten raw; root boiled, Contains sugar,

Red elderberry - fruit widely used,

Thimbleberry - eaten by all coastal Indian groups.



FLORA -- list kept by National Historic Park
Sitka

Blueberries
Bellflower/bluebells of Scotland
Devil's club
Bunchberry
False 1ily of the valley/deerberry
Fireweed
False azalea
Goats beard
Indian cucumber
Huckleberry
Hudson Bay tea/ Labrador tea
Lambsquarter/wild spinach
Salmon berry
Rice root
Skunk cabbage
Sitka spruce
Spring beauty
Soapberry
Stream violet/yellow violet
Strawberry (wild)
Wild, or Indian, Celery
Trailing raspberry
Wild crabapple/ Pacific crabapple
Western water hemlock
PAcific silverweed
Western hemlock
Alaska, or yellow, cedar
Large-leaf avens
Common yarrow
Red elderberry
Sitka rose
Thimbleberry
Red Alder
Common foxglove
Mountain ash
Buttercup
Laceflower
Skunk currant
Single delight
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. “ Laat 8unday, as soma of tho set-!
tlers wore crossing the bay, tLey fouid,
drifting in o canoo, thre men nearly
starved todcath. 'flwy gpoke to thcn,
but could not make themsclves ouder-
stood. Afertaking them to theirbouso
théy finally socoeeded in convgrsing
with theia... Their Listory is b». fol-
lows: They aro Bwedes, agd qug !
to Stockholin.  In 1830 they cngaged
to work for the Rassian Fur Cowpany
soven yoars, and accondingly ¢mbark-
ed, in company with 17 otlicrs, in .tho
ship Nicholss, Captain Courad, and
saifed for the mnorthwestern coast,;
bound for Sitka. After a residenco.
of ncarly three vears, thev found that
thoy could pot begr the illusage and
tyranny which they wore recuviviug,
and detormined to make their escape.

Of the whole nuwber, but foar bad
the courage to make tho attcmpt.
Thoy bave been a yearand & Lulf in
waking preparations.  Every night
thoy, with tiro other residents of the
pluce, were in the babit of slueping iu
the fort—boing the rules of the Cowm-
pany. After obtaining a couplo of
compasscs, a chart, somo muskets, pow-
der, shot, somo flshing lincs, and a fow
other articles, one dark wight tbey
suoceed in gotting the sentinel who
was posted over tho gato intoxicated,
and ono of thom took his place, and
auswered tho culls of tho other scuti-
nels ; bis cowrades, in tho mcantime,
had opcned the gate, and were get-
ting their things iuto a canoe. A
sbort time befure tio ruliel came
sround, thoy got iato the canoo and
shoved off.  They wore sooa missud,
and a party of Iuji.ml scut i pursuit.
When they camo up with thoe furitives,
tho Swedes laid down their paddles
and scized their muskots, dotermined
to dio ratherthan Lo takeu, ‘Tl lo-!
dians, eccing they wero anuced, turued
back to tho fort. ]

Tl Bwedes coutingod ou, and etap-
ped at & place callcd Dycouvio, whery
ono oixtheir puibber was killed Ly the!
ludias., Théy next attcapted to bsud |
at Qucen Charlotte’s Idaud, but \fc:m!
compelled to Joave awidet & shuwer!
of Lulls which cowplotely riddled the
sails of thcir canoe.  After a passago’
of furty duys they got into Shoulwater

Bay, iu e foz, and when it cleared up|

thoy were surprised to Sud thenusclves’]
lund-locked. S

When found, thoy Liad beon in tho'
Bay scven duys<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>