
"What was that?" Night down over them now on this sand shore, 

Karlsson was at the fire boiling clams for supper when Wann berg cam 

and toosed s:>mething into the flames. 

"That calendar of Braa.f'1s, found it in the bottom of the canoe." 

drift-
Wemberg picked up a branch to add to the fire. " "wo• 't need it 

in eternity, him." 

Karlsson reached, plucked the branch from Wennberg, with it 

f 
~ 

flipped the h~ rectangle ~ from. tb!t f'ire. 

bra-med, 
lll!ttt~~~lihe~dete and the day-~1?-t~r.:~li:liY· :JI-.._.. ...a.av.._ 

"What's that tor, then?" demanded Wennbere. "Every day alolli here 

Why count ... 1 misery?" ) 

is every other day1 it helps nothing to keep addirg *' thsm up. 

"Maybe not. But this ought be kept." Karlsson moved the peg 

the two days since Braaf had gone into the tide trough, then shaved 

the char off the calendar with his dagger. He realized Wennberg still 

was staring at him. "It's all we have of Braaf •" 

11All we ? Of Braaf? That hive of fingers- • ? 
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Karlsson stopped work on the char, but held to the dagger. He 

ttBraaf happened to be a thief 1 and M happened to be as hieb. a 

man as any. I kn.al there's little space in there for it, but 

try get both those into mirrl •" 

"Karlsson, I 111 neve?'11 savvy you--" Wennberg' s eyes slid from 

tl"sir lock with Karlsson 's. The dagger 
-----

*iiillleC"come up ia9ll tile charred wood. It paused 

under the bail of tte kettle. 'I'b.e sletder :nan hoisted the meal.ware 

from the coals and set it to the ground. "Foal , 11 said la Karlsson. 



The coast unclttttered i."tself" for them. for the next four days. 

The steadily sand, am ample, he ocean am continent 

margined straighter here, as if this might be a careful boundary of 

truce. Waves arrived cream-colored, then thinMd to milk as the7 

spilled far up the barely-tilted shore. Once in a while rocks ganged 

rock islands 

quit off too, except t~ one early on Karlsson and Wennberg 's secorrl 

~ 

1his new ooastscape, a long bench out in the ocean. 

One last new reach of coast, then, and its T.isible population 

only these two ld.nned against their will, the one family of the kind 

in all creation, slim Swede and wide Swede arked in a Tlingit canoe. 



The oeach at too en:I or tneir fourth day was widest yet. Wide 

as kingdom after the ledge-like weeks to the north, somehow a visit 

of desert here between timbered continent and cold ocean. 

Scoured shore, too. Beween surf and high tideline nottlling but 

a speckle of broken clam an:l sand dollar shells, suggesting that only 

seagulls prospered here. 

Inland, the s ani began to rumple. Over the line of dunes, like 

the spiking on a manor wall the top of .forest showed. 

"I ought go have a loQk," Karlsson t!>ffered. 

"Look your eyes out, for what I eare.n 

The dune- grass pokad nose-high to Karlsson, and he climbed the 

crest of sani-wave for better view. Before him now, swale of 

more sand, a couple of hundred strides across. Tllen a. second rumple 

of slope, scrub evergreens spotting this one. Tight beyoni that, 

forest thiek as bear hair. 

Southeast, though; southeast, the nagneti0 direction of this 

barlied 1 

voyage: southeast the spike line of timber higher. 'Thlo ' •••~· 

pla teaus of forest spread in-00 the horizon. 



the palest 
Karlsson had.n't ~ inkling of what would mark the river Columbia, 

whether solTB manner of Gibraltar atten:ied it--f'rom wnat Hela.rtler had 

told of the river's mightiness, and to go by this coast's penchant for 

drama of rock, that seemed f'itting--or whether sharp lower clifi", like 

at the Strait of Fuca, simply would skirt away am reveal Astoria. 

A broad openi~ in the coast this mid-afternoon had shown them 

disappointnent; only bay or souni, not vast rivednoutn. Wennberg still 

was in a grump from it • 

And here, put as wishful an eye to this pair of f s bluffs as 

m eould, Karlsson could not believe them into likelihood as ri. ver 

guardians. They rose inland from the shore a half-mile or so, and 

did not shear B!ttay as if a river was working at them. Greater chance, 

just two more of all sue h continental ribs he and Wennberg already 

eered at 
had on this coast • 

• • • Not there then, where to Hell is it? God's bones, how moob. 

farther? • o • 



Eyeing around, Karlsson foum himself unexpectedly longing for 

the narrow northern beaches, the wild scatter of seastaeks, the tucked 

coves where they had made camp. On tbe sand expanse wh9re the canoe 

stretemd at rest and. Wennbarg was propping the sailcloth. shelter, 

whatsoever 
-.-.-. they- could do to put themselves from sight. 

This beach held the eanoe and its two men prominently as three sprats 

on a platter. 

The rough tongoo of the wln:i started on their shelter early in 

the night. 

Noise of the sailcloth bucking woke Wennberg a minute after 

Karlsson. 

"BJ.owing solid, - sou.nds like, u the blacksmith said. Ard the 

next minute, was slumbering again. 

Karlsson, though, still was awake when rain began to edge into 

the wind.sound. 
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~ 

By mornirg, the storm. was major. Sails of spray tlew in~ off 

wind came so stro~ now 
the waveerests, and the that even its noise 

' \.,.; 

seenad to ._ push Wennberg ani Karlsson. And all tha. t day, as 

the two llunehed urrler the shelter when tbs:r weren't ha'Ying to foray 

+ 
out for firewocxi or to t AClig clams· all that day-, .._ downpour. 

At New Archangel they had known every mnner of rain, but none 

of it anythi~ to this. This was as if the sky was trying to 

step on yw. 

#---



The Indian arrived at the Astoria customs house with an item 

and a tale. South from the village his people called Hosett he 

had gone to hunt seals, but so on sighted instead a great tangle 

in with it the body of a white person. Now he had 

aboard a lumber schooner to report of this firrl. "Tole," the native 

said , the coastal jargon wo rdri 

for "boy." Not until he pantomimed arrl. pidgined the description of 

a dow-ny fluff of beard did the custol'IE collector grasp that a grown 

man was being depicted. 

w(·~~u 

·nking of the-=.11tee.k of sloshing canoe travel it would take 

to reach the coastal spot and return, the customs collector prodded 

hopefully: And ••• 'l 

And the Indian had done the disposition, rapidly buried the 

corpse in hope that the spirit had not yet got out of it. But had 

thought first to clip proof for his report. He handed the custc>ms 

collector a forelock of straw-colored hair. 

That the weather since Christmas had been violent against vessels 

tryill$ to cross too bar into the Columbia River was all tcbo well 

knavn to the cus tons collector • Merri thew, Mindoro, Vandalia, Bordeaux--

two barks and two brigs, 



they all had gone to grief coast in these weeks .1-Taking 

up his p:m, the collector wrote the native his paper of reward: The 

bearer of this, Wha-laltl Asabuy, has assisted the duties of the 

--===~===:___Di_· strict of Gus toms Gollec ti on by bis report of •• ·11 He 

then turned to his daybook and began the official epitaph of J?raaf: 

~A body, supposed from one or another of the vesseis wrecked north of 

Cape Disappointment during this fearful winter, has co~ ashore near 

the Makah village of Hosett.--It is that of an unkno-vm. J7:oung seaman, 

light hair, r ourrl faced ••• 



By the end of the day, rain still blinded the coast. 

Karlsson took out the Aleut calendar from the mapcase where he 

was keepi~ it nOW" • Moved the :peg rightwa:rdf one hole. A moment, 

contemplated the little boardo 

••• Might as well knav as not. Pass time by counting time, 

that's one way •• • 

~avT 
It a few weeks worse even th~ Karlsson tad thoo.ght. Since 

they bad left Hew Archangel, sixty-four days • 

He looked across to Wennberg; decided the arithmetic of their 

situation would not be welcome news in that quarter; and put the calenlar 

back into the mapcase. 

uamaiand," said Wennberg, startling Karlsson. 
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Karlsson wai..tedJi to see what venture this was. 

"Sma.land. What sort of place • s tha t? Wba t I mean, what • d you. 

do there?11 

Karlsson eyed. the burly man. There had been a palisade 'of 

silence between them, the only" loopholes Wennberg •s curses against 

tm weather am Karlsson•s setting of chores. All other conversation, 

the storm t s--lOW' grumble of' surf. whickers or wim, drom of rain 

on the shelter-oloth • 

• • • come off your tall horse, have you? ••• 

"Fanood. My family did." Mela.nder's description of farming 

arrivdd to mini. "Tickled rocks with a plow, more like." 

""'If stone were hardbread, Sweden'd be heaven's bakerey, 111 

Wennberg quoted. 

"Yes. And the family of us, living at each other's elbcws. 

Left the farmstead when I was thirteen, roo •" 
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Karlsson reached a stick, tidied coals in from the edge of the fire. 

These days a.mi weeks of his mind always leaning ahead, aimed where 

the canoe was aimed, it had been a time since he thought back. But 

memory, always there in its bone house. What can it be for, rem3mbering? 

To keep us from falling into the same ditch every day, certainly. 

But mare, too. Memory we hold up and g~ze into as proof of ourselves. 

Like thumbprint on a wind&, remembering is mindprint: I made this , 

no om else has quite this pattern, whorl here and sliver of scar 

~~-thex_ are me. Karlsson was in SmaJ.and now, hills of• pine 

forest, cottages roofed with sod and bark--and yes, stone in the fields 

and rye short as your ankles and a Karlsson tipped from the land to 

fin:i what livelihood he could. • • 
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"on a forge by thirteen, I was, 11 Wermberg was saying. "Apprenticed, 

so I had to ha.nnmr out plow sha. res. Tooug ht my arms 1 d break off. Bad 

as this bedamned paddling." 

Wennberg when young--he was the fifth son, ~ the last and 

) 

stubborn and brawlsome of an inspector of mines in the Nordmark 

Wennberg when young already was a figure which miiht have been 

..t 
knocked toi,tetter i:n. ore of the red-glaring forges of V rmland. 

Who can say hew it is in such instances, whether the person simply 

fits 
1*PJ>Etnett- into 1he body which best him or whether the body 

has grasped command of that minl : but Wennberg as boy looked just 

what m was, a blacksmith waiting b:> happen. A beam for shoulders, 

arms bunc\-84 with strength. A neck wide as his head; very nearly 

as thick, 'tx>o, in all senses. 

"At leas~ ·.there's an end to this paddling." 

"Maybe. Could be wro~ kim, though. Melander's had his end, 

am Braaf his • " 

"And chewing over their deaths doesn't undo them. Wennberg, 
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"Or to drowning or to Kolosh or to Christ lm<:Ms just ·whatever. • • 

I ought •ve taken death and been done with it, the day sone body spoke 

---- --
Of that continent which had begun to pull Swedes as the moon 

draws the tides, the young blacksni th h. 
I 

kn n only the 

its # 
word made against the 

mer rika, more rich. That there somehow was a Russian •Merica 
-~-

besides the one that the Swedish farm families were flooking to 

mystified Wennberg only briefly. He imagined the •Mericas must be 

side by side there the other side of t~ ooean, that tb9 ship made 

road-fork 
a turn like going down one 1N'P1x&brmnf_. instead of the other 

.. N 
/'IJ... 

Then word arrived in the person of a 

Russians were recruiting blacksmiths to work iron 

in their America. Wennberg •s father, heartily weary of a son with 

temper enough in him to bum down Hell, nanaged to see to it that 

Wennberg was one of the three smiths chosen, and that Wermberg went 

off with the others to board ship at Stockholm. They were joinirg 

-.-.... 
the voyage of Mill Arvid Adoll' Etholen, a Swede serving as a Russian 

naval officer and now to become the new governor of Russian America. Wennberg 



) 

, never worked clear how it was i. that EtholJin could be • and 

Russian and captain and governor, but then Wennberg had ahead of 

him years of finding out that double-daddle of such sort was not JH:UlKHiM"I 

where the Russians were concerned. A Russian system, at least as N:i. ~;,,._,,,J ".ui 

practiced in Ala.ska, did not need make any too much sense, it simply 

( fl /ti\ 
~B:-l~ be followed an:i the effort pounded into it would produ-0e result 

of sone sort out the far erd. 



I ;rziEVISED 

"You can't close yrur ears alw'ays, 11 Karlsson said. 

"Maybe not," concurred Wennberg. ttTre trouble is to know when 

the devil's doing the talking." 

Fil'lffl predominated in the number that vo;,aged for Russian America 

during the term of Etholln; weavers, masons, tame rs and tailors, 

sailrnakers, carpenters. But for ironwork, a Wenrberg was wanted; 

must have been these Varmland Swedes. 
too forge · the cradle of' a So Wennberg 

with new governor Etholin:'•s entourage 1839 -40. 
was shipooar those nim months from the ~altic to Alaska in fW!l!-.r 

Etho1*1 with his prim little mustache and those hooded eyes which 

seemed to see all over the ship at once; he was said to know more 

,f .r of Alaska than any of the Tsar's nen siree Baranov. Ard Etho~'ll's 

big -nosed yo~ w.i..fe, pious as Deuteronomy said backwards; and 

Pastor Cygnaeua, and the governor's servants, and the naval officersJ 

and red wheels too, our:myin / 
oh, it was a high carriage for a blacksmith to b~:I.n company with such as 

these. 

"Tell 100 truth, Karlsson," Wennberg blurted nCJW" • "H°" many 

more days d •you think it'.. be? To Astoria?" 

what you can 1.'.t see 
Karlsson, carefully: nThere's no count o Wennberg. I'd 

give much Ja:uDz 1 J to put a finger a place on Braaf 's counting-board 

and say, •Here. Astoria day, this ore• '' But we can't know that. 
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EVISED 

We can just know tomorrow will carry us closer to it•" 

Wennberg shook his head. "I've played cards against nen like 

you, Karlsson. They count too mucU. on tb3 next flip from the deck.u 

"While your style won you the world ?" 

Wennberg 's embarkation to Russian America carried him to a. 

fresh corner of the world, a familiar livelihood and religion, and 

a doom. At first, curiosity was all there was to it, 

hours--watching the ca.rd-players. Then he edged into the gaming, 

ol 
nerely an 9G-4t&f.i,~nal. evening· which in a feet-first nan such as 

truly guardful he was being. 
Wennberg shows hG>l l &me momy vanished from him 

in the first years, but not all so much, no amount to keep a: DBn 

aim 
awake nights. Besides, Pastor Cygnaeus was one to inveigh 'waywardness, 

am_. 
the devil's trinity of drink and cards and the .flesh, as it is with 

by close-herd.ire 
those who have some of the bully in them, W0 rmberg eoUld be bullied 

.... 
in the general direction of moderation. But came the spring of 

1845, Pastor Cygnaeus departed New Archangel, sailed back for Europe 

with Etholen at his em of term as governor. Wennberg yet had two 

:years of indenture, and during them his gaming, and all else, changed. 



,, 
11 Back there at the tide trough. 

Karlsson waited , impassive . 

• 11 Ir P d been to the right of you and Braaf to the left, I d 've 

\ 

gone inm that millrace imtead of him. 

• • • If that'd been, my ears would get rest theee night • • • 

Aloud: 11 If the moon were windar we could see up angels ' nigh ties, too. 

y 
, Wennberg." Less than anything did Karlsson want to discuss 

\ 

the perishing of Braa.f. HTomorrow paddles will still fit our 

hands, and the canoe will still fit into the ocean. Live by that. 

W.e..M 
K'"a:r-lsso~~oved his head from side to side . 

with a beard r"teW "You can wash your mind of such matters, Karlsson. 

think on it. 

See through w why I was let live." 

4{- 1111aybe Goo 1 s aim is bad. 11 

"No, got to be more to it than that•" Wennberg would not be 

swerved. ttMa.ybe like sheep and goats. •And He shall sat the 

sheep on bis right hand, but the goats on t~ left. •' No, 

tn.r-. ..... _...._ __ u 

H • 
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Wennberg peered earnestly through the firelight to Karlsson • 

.- ,,,,. ,, "No, a • • •" 

"They'd say I'm being put to test. All this, bedanmed coast, you other 

Just neli" a thought could be seen to surprise 

Wennberg: "Maybe even yru, too, Karlssonl Being put to testt" 

his 
Eoclama ti.on o eligibilitT did not noticeabJ.w enthuse 

Karlsson. "Wermberg, I knw at least this. We' re not playing 

whist with God along this coast. Either we paddle to the place 

Astoria or die in the tr;r. One or other. Just that." 
. ~\ ........._~~ ~~ - · -· ~~.- - . ~ ·~~ .,,..,.. _, _ , ,.,;; "-~--~Tl , 

-~~~~~ -~~ 'c;_ or ~~-- ~~ - ·f"' ~~·~ _, • 

Wann.berg shook his head~ Not, as it turned out, against 

Karlsson; the pastors. "But they don't know a thumb's worth about 

it either. Found that out, I did, when it happened with--with ber.u 

Karlsson looked the question to Wennberg. 

"Katya," the blacksmith said. 

"Katya?" Karlsson echoed. 



"My wife." Wennberg wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, 

as if clearing 8May for the next words. --~il;:X;D!!lmatllmK "Think you 1 re the 

only ore ever looked at a woman, do you? You 1ve -.. fiddled your time, 

You knew what the creole women can be, 

the young ones. Black diamonds, the Russians call fuem. Katya was one, 

right enough. • • 

'But why'd she die?" Wennberg 's look was beseeching, as if 

the answer. "If she hadn't, I'd not be in 

all this. Gerl 's will, ~ pastor said. God's swill, right enough, 

I told him back. What kind of thing is that to do, kill a man's 

Didn't even seam ill at first, Katya. Just a 

cough. Arrl then-- '0 satisfy us early with Thy mercy,' that clodhopper 

of a Finn preaching when we buried her on the hill. Mercy? Late 

for mercy on Katya. Ar.rl me. HCM 's I to go through life with her 

grave up there on the hill .from ~ all the while. I£ I could •ve 

bought my way out of that Russian shitpile, back to Sweden. If 

the gambling'd worked 
\\ 



REVISED 
Evenings, that spring of 1845, a particular pllllllp Russian clerk 

sat into the barracks card games. 
Three times out of five now, when this clerk departed the table 

he took with him just a. bit more of Wennberg's money than Wennberg 

ought to have let himself lose. Nor was Cygnaeus 's successor any 

help as a vigilant; he too suffered from that same soul-sweat, New 

Archangel ague, the .fever of cards at night and clammy remorse by 

day. Before Wennberg quite lcrew any of it, then, the fetter~ of 

debt and of more years in Russian 1Merica were on him, an:l Wennberg 

had turned with fury against a God who let such chaining happen 

arrl a God 1 s man who stood by mumbling while it did • Against, it 

might be said, life. 

----~- -- ._. -
I( 

But no, oh no, and God's little Finnlander 
----------

telling ma, 'Steady yourself, Wennberg, keep from the cards, ' and 

himself squatting at the table with the Russians half the night. 

Man of Gerl. God doesn 1t have nen, he has demons of some kind which 

strangle won:en with the ~ and blast the back of the head off 

Melander and dr&n Braaf like a blind pup.'' 



Wind flapped the shelter-cloth behind Karlsson' s head, rain 

still was pelting. He and Wennberg in shared life those hundreds of 

days at New Archangel, now these dozens in the narrCM canoe and beside 

the campfires, they had wrangled and come to blows, might do so again, 

,. i 
ha-T was it vou could a man and know not much at all? 

Unexpected as winter thurrler, so:rrething like this, an:l as ha:r;-d to 

answer. 

"Wennberg, I--" 

"What yen said, just then." Wennberg was looking harsh:cy- across 

at Karlsson. "That about the cards. More than style is in it. Luck. 

Luck I haven't had since Varmla.rrl, except the black sort that ended 

•th d me up wi you • 



quickened 
It had past them, the mom3nt. They were plowshare arrl rock 

again. Karlsson heard himself sayftlg as stone will answer iron--

II You've had some in plenty, recent days • " 

"What, dragging along this ooil-and-goiter coast? You caJ..l that 

luck?" 

"The two of us who are dead, neither of them is you. There• s 

your luck, Wennberg. 

Now shut your gab a.rd get sone sleep . " 



At morning, sk7 and shore showed bard use by the storm. Botlt 

were smudged, vague. The rain had dwindled and the wi:nd eeased, but 

no* more than a qua.rter-mile in each direction from Wennberg and Karlsson 

and the canoe, tog grayed out the beach • 

• • • Fog ought mean the wind is gone, we won't swamp. But this 

cloud on our necks, we won't see along the coast, either. Stays sand. 

beach, that won't matter. Rooks, though. Rocks'd matter. Can't 

mend it before it happens. Rocks we '11 face when they face us. • • 

"Whyn't we go it afoot, here on?" 

This new corner of reluctance on Wennberg took all of the early 

morning ta be worked off. Kartsson's constant answer was question back: 

what wl'en they hiked themselves to a ri:ver, or another sound, or headland 

cliff? Swim, Wennberl? Take a running jump at it? Fly? 

"But Goddamn, out into that cloud--beach here like a street, 

I 
may-be there won t be water in the way--11 

"Wennberg. Ever since New Archangel, there has been. Wish 

won't change that. 7 ,, 



When at last the jitter wore out of Wennberg, he 'looked spent. 

So much so that Karlsson came wary- that the man's next notion would 

be not to move at all. Wennberg cast him up a look, though, an3 

~ 
fanned enough exasperation Im. himself to : 

" 
"Karlsson, one more tine I bear •need to' out of you. and--0 

11 You '11 be that mlllh closer to the place Astoria each ti'me 

you hear it. Off yoor bottom na1. This 's as close a tide as 

we 111 likely get." 

By the time they pushed the canoe .. 11111rn• the distance across the 

sand to the tideline, both were panting am stumbling. Wennberg 

hesitated, loomd back at the beach. Then surf surged in, swirled 

up his shins; Wennberg shoved the canoe ahead, half-elarrbered half-fell 

in to the bow• 

The most wobbly launch of the entire jourmy, this one, the eanoe 

nearly broachillh into a wave before Karlsson managed to steer it steady. 

Straight out to ooean they paddled, until Wennberg stop:t:ed stroking 

arrl turned to d.emand: "Where to Hell' re you taking us? Snore' s almost 

out of sight•" 



"We need to stay out from those surf waves , or your belly will 

be visiting your mouth again. I'll head us by compass the way the 

't 
coast;\ been pointing . " 

Wennberg could be seen to be choosing seasickness, or Karlsson's 

notion of voyagill$ 

He said something Karlsson coulrln 't catch. And dipped his paddle. 

Fog , gray dew on the air . During a. rest-pause Karlsson touched 

a hand to bis face · and 

Fog , the breath of--what, ocean, sky, the forest? Or some mingling 

of as when breath smoked out of everyone at New Xrchangel the 

morning after the De ber snow? 

Fog , an:i more of it as southeast . The shore was 

a 

of Karlsson and Wennberg. 
This day, different eyes had been set in the· heads Nothing 

they saw except the beak of the canoe had sharpness , definite edge , 

to it. Th:iE must have been what it would be like to drift 



--

acra> s too sky anid mare 's tail clouds • 

• • • Got to be near, Astoria. All too miles we •ve come. Can 1t 

have go:m past. River mouth would tell us, Melander said it's a 

river of the world, big e.s Sitka Sown. Can't have missed that ••• 

In the slim space of the canoe the two of 
Dao' 

them ere the pared outlines of their New Archangel selves . The 

lengthened, 
canoe, though, seened to have grown; looked eA~~IQ. 

astride it rather than four . 

the shadavless , unedged day . Their paddling was slav with 

frequent need to rest . ... 

In what might have bee11 the vicinity of noon they ate cold Qlams from 

the potful Karlsson had cooked the night before. Then resumed 

stroking. 



endurance and task; 
End and beginning, land a.na wa er; the Pacific 1 s fusions seemed 

to dis till up en:llessly, come into t~ mind as if the fog was tbe 

elixir or) such matters. Into a belowsta±rs corner of this ocean--

the year, 1770--anotber of Cook's vessels nosed. The inlet was about 

to be dubbed Botany Bay and the arrival was history-turning, arrival. 

of white exploration to an unknown c t of Australia. A hundred five 

feet long and thurrl er heads of canvas over her, Cook 1 s Endeavour swept 

into BotaEY Bay, while the black people on the shore and in the bay 

registered--nothi~o Past fishe~n in dugout canoes the great ship 

hovered., and the fishernen did not even a second glance. A. wooan 

ashore looked to the Phdeavour, expressed neither surprise nor concern, 

for comprehension, 
and squatted. to light her meal :tire. Too strange , 

Cook 1 s speetral ship to tl:e aborig :ines; in the dreaming, they accepted 

it to be, an apparition, a waft of the mim. Just so, here on their 

own gable-end of the Pacific, was the fog taking Karlsson and Wennberg 

into a dreaming of their own. Through the hours it sifted, and diluted, 

then cane potent again: the vast hover of them, Alaska 

s 
to Kaigani to Vancouver to wherever this wa; , the join of timber to 

ocean, islands beneath peaks, Tsarmn beside seven-year nm, Koloshes 



it curled and sought, fuen to nG-1: Melander's vision of how 

they would run on the sea, and Braaf''s single stride wrong on this 

forgiveless shore, arxl. Karlsson day by day finding dimension he neTer 

knew of, arrl Wennberg in GYer bis head as he always wouid be in lif'e; 

it gathered, touched its way here in the mind of one paddling man 

am there in the ndnd of the other: all a dreaming, and not. 

Someway, the - two canoemen stretched their stre~th, did 

not give way until the day liilill at last did. Dusk and fog toget&er 

now- hid all, shore a.s well as canoe clasped in'OO their cloud. 

Watching hOW' sluggish Wennberg bad becone, Karlsson was not 

l 
sure 'iv? was any better himself. 'lea more, he vaguely heard himself 

decide ........ .,Aloud, to Wennberg? He wasn't sure. 

Those 
numbly 

- strokes done, Karlsson turred the craft 
I 

toward where the compass said shore ought to be. 



Ml ') Bili 
"How to Hell tar out'd you take us?" 

"Ought be almost in now." 

"Where's share, tOOn?" 

"Just ahead." 

"Maybe that compass's gone wrol'€, maybe you've steered m to sea--" 

"We're with the tide, Wennberg. Can't be taking us anywhere 

but in." 

••This Goddamn tog. 11 -.. 

"Wennbe rg, listen. 11 

"So? You think you. can say anything that'll bring shore, fetch 

it out--" 

"Not to me, Goddamn it. Listen for rocks. u 

"Rocks? What, yon.--?11 

Karlsson and Wennberg both had stopped paddling, t~ canoe being 

carried by the tide, the slosh of surf now near in the fog. P , dt 

squinting eye would. 

But the slosh around them stayed steady, no urxlerdrum of tidal 

it, and the eanoe continued to be carried in. 



The sightlessness seemed to extend tine, the ride through slosh 

went on ar:d on. Still no beach, no dark bank of forest. 

They were onto shore before tooy ever saw it. The canoe simply 

stopped, as if reined up short. 

Karlsson and Wennberg lurched out of the canoe and sank ankle-deep 

into tidefla t. "Muck," said Wennberg as if it was exactly what he 

shove, until fina.113'" it was beyom water a:nd mud. Only then Ji:iri could 

the leaden Jnen beside it see the forest, a tangle at the edge of the 

fog and near-dark. 

couldn't surface 
Something of the landfall nudged at Karlsson. But through his 

weariness. It was as much as b3 could manage to grasp that the fog 

had not fed Wennberg and him to the coast's rocks, that they had 

fumbled the sailcloth :mD shelter and blankets out, that Wennberg already 

had sagged off under them, that he nOW' was beirg let to aink from the day. 



# 

It shot clear to Karlsson as he woke in the morning • 

• • • wrong side. Sweet sweat of Christ, water's to the wrong 

side of us, how •• • 

Water east rather than water west, and water that was not ocean, 

but a broadsheet of bay, miles of it. 

Through the hills across the bay a silvery haze hung, but 

Karlsson could make out that those hills and the shore forest all 

arour:d were like tha Alaska coastline pressed down and spread: 

rumpled and green bQt low. 

Karlsson clambered across the beach toward the treeline for higher 

view, turned, scanned fervently. Beyom the canoe, across the broad 

brown tideflat, into all the blue of water, his search: and nc.where 

in it, any steady move of current which would mark a great river 

flowing out. 

~ 



"Is it? Got to be--" Wennberg was haggard, hung between hope 

am ala.rm. "Karlsson, is it?11 

Karlsson still studied inb) the bay. "!--don't think so.u 

ttGot to be! What tbe Hell are those, if this isn't river mouth, 

if there aren't whites here tiO put those up? Karlsson, this 's got 

to be--" 

Karlsson tried to make his mind work past Wennberg•s insistences, 

f'igu.re what the thin shapes rising from the water could signif)'. Four 

wands of them, like long, peeled willows implanted out in t~ tidewater 

north of the canoe. Staniing like four corners of a plot of--water? 

Wennberg had the point that they'd never seen anything of the sort 

done by Koloshes. But if whites had, wh7? and where was sign 

e 
of anyone, except th, se skinny cornerposts of nothing? 

"KarlssonJ. Give a loold• 

••• oh Christ, he's moonstruck about this, how'll I ••• 

"No, tberel" Wennberg was pointing north along the low shore. 

nThere, therel" 



The cabin sat in the distance, on the far side of x:mttmmlltood where the 

tideflat made a thrust intc the beach. 

Not since New Archangel had they set eye on such a dwelling, a 

spell of houslessness which asked som!l moments of blink to cure 

itself, to al.low in the news of peak.id green roof, weathered gray 

walls, hearth, warmth--

"Those markers out there!" Wann.berg, all over himself with 

exci temnt. "Told you there had to be whites te re 1 Fishermen of 

some sort, must be. Christ-of-mercy, let's get ourselves across therel 11 

Into the muok the pair 0£ nmi plll?l?:$d, veering inland rapidly 

as they could to make a slogging arc toward the cabin. Whenever he 

bad breath, Wennberg hallooed, his calls hoarse and lonely in the 

stillness. 

"Got to be soneone about, got to," insisted Wennberg. 

Ttwy labored two-thirds of the di stance to the cabin before 

Karlsson coo.ld make himself' 'bring out what was .. ~wisping in his mind . 

' 



iREVISEDD 

"Doesn't look right." 

"We don't give a fly 1s shit how it looks," Wennberg pa.ntedo 

"Just so it's roof arrl walls ... 

"Wermberg. Wennberg, it's not•" 

Karlsson, it 1s right there, it's II 

But a further twenty yards dissolved tt:e oabin profile ~tirely. 

All the Wennbergs and Karlssons of the world could have put wish 

to it at ome ar:d still the shape would have been only what it was 

emergiJl5 as, the green roof roughening into growth of bush, the 

weather-silve!ded side of wood, high as the l'l".k3n, dropping pretence of 

A 

gray cabin wall. A huge butt of cedar driftlog, nursery of 

it 

I' 

mammoth chip from this coast of wood, undercut by sorre patient 

stream or other and carried in tere, years since, by the tide. 

Karlsson swallowed, felt ' ache sharpen behind his eyes. 

Wennberg krone-a was too di eartened fo tempe He-stood 

and shook his head, like an ox discouraging flies. "Why coulrln 't 

it •ve been •• •" 



fiEVISED 

The way one plods the distances of a dream, both of them slogged 

on to the huge log. Wennberg slumped against it, sagged until he 

sat w.i. th his back to the silvered wood. His lmees cane up, am his 

head went down to them. 

his 
Karlsson was against the inland edge of the log, propped 

weariness there 
t as he looked north along the bay edge • 

• • • More of it. Got to be a mouth there somewhere. Over 

those dunes ... Find it, :figure • • • 

"Wann.berg. Wennberg, we need to get a look. Just over there. 

Find hCM to get the canoe out of here . " 

tone 
"No." The blacksmith's ·Cle was muffled, head still to his 

A 

knees. "No use to it," he droned. "Just more muck." 

"The bay mouth. Need to see what it's like•" 

"No." 

"You '11 stay to the lqs, then." Karlsson tried to focusf"•' ' 

instruction. 0 Just where you are." 



••• If h9 goes off into the mire am tide catches him, there'll 

be his end. Ironhead h9 is, but not that. Doesn't deserve that ••• 

"Wennberg ! Wannberg, hear me 1 You 111 stay to the lqs • Aye?" 

"Stay--" agreed the muffled voice. 



Karlsson aimed inland, off the mud of the tideflat. When he 

reac~ d sand and ne.de his turn nor th, now he was wallowing through 

dune grass high as his waist. 

• • .Maps , we 'd know. Coald see to the place Astoria, on them. 

-
He pushed the grass aside as ha trudged, until he felt its 

sharpnesses biting at his hands. To stop the stabs l'¥9 brought his 

bands up and in, put his albais out, woodsman's habit against brush • 

• • • step it off. Like pacing where the tree 'll fall ••• 

Tb3 whetted grass was on all sides of him now, color of a faded 

ryefield, lines of these sewn dunes rolling parallel with the bay • 

• • • 

feet, get us out ••• 

Karlsson tramped north until it came through to him that the footing 

was wavering, *"MM;pli creeping, in front of him. A slow crawl like 

tan snakes: sand blCMing in ropey slinking patterns. He was out 

neadow' s 
of the dune grass, water lay a width in front of him. 



••• Kept in life this long, I can keep lo~er. Takes God 

and His Brother to kill a Smalanier ••• 

Beautiful blue 
Na-t at water edge. Peering out into the bay entrance which 

I 

what 1'e was seeing 

and four and five ~.a deep as had been happeni.~ all along this 

coast, here the . tecap8 newed and nowed t K rl o into the 

· breaki.Jl; 

across the entire neck of entranceo A mile-breadth of whitecaps. 

Karlsson looked long at the breakers, willing against what he 

knew to be the truth written white in them. Even could he persuaie 

Wennberg back to the canoe and they someway summoned muscle to launch 

into the moo -bay, against such flow as this the two of them were 

too wea:ry to paddle through to ocean. Never in this lifetime. 

Whatever candle-end of it was left to them.. 



:~EVISED 

••• Melander. Then Bra.at. 

Tooy were kseping in life, berdi.ne themselves to our voyage. So why •• ;. 

The dune grass was attacking the backs of Karlsson 's hams again • 

• •• Hadn't been for tt. la.st storm and the r~, we'd done it. Be 

at Astoria now, wherever place it is • If wishes were col ts beggars 

would ride ••• ' 

The surface under him changed Karlsson 1 s slog once more on the 

tidal mud again now 1 the gray a with its wig of grem was ahead• 

Wennberg was against the log as Karlsson had left hi.mo He 

lifted his head, mumbled something, and lapsed off again • 

• • • Finish me, Wennberg made roo the promise once. At least 

we 1ve jump9d that. No need, coast 111 do it for him. Not yet, .though. 
==------~~ 



01 

Not just damn yet ••• 

Karlsson put his back against the high driftlog 1 could feel tm 

cedar grain beneath his fingers. Against every urge of the fatigue 

all through him, did not let himself sit but stayed propped there, 

looki~ across the tideflat to the shore forest. To the spread of 

bay. To the four marking sticks, tall am thin, striking their 

reflections crooked across the tidewater. To a lone dark stretched 

form between tre mud am tbe timber which, his mind slG1ly managed to 

register, was the canoe o 



The Sea Runners 

by Ivan Doig 
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A high-nosed cedar canoe, poised and buoyant as a seabird, atop 

a sharp white ridge of ocean. 

Carried up and up by the water's determined sweep at the sky, the 

nimble craft now, in this first necessary picture in your mind, sleds 

across the curled crest of wave and begins to glide the surf toward the 

dark frame of your scene, a shore of black spruce forest. On modern 

charts of the long, crumbled coastline south from the Gulf of Alaska 

this particular landfall is inscribed as Aristazabal Island. 

r voyagers bobbing to its shore here in a January dusk 
J 

of nothing of this name, nor would it matter to them 

if they did. 

Now the canoeman as they alight. Karlsson and Melander and Wennberg 

and Braaf. Nineteen days 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 has been afraid many times in those days; 

brave almost as often. Here at Aristazabal they land wetly, heft their 



2 

slim but laden ark across the gravel beach into hiding within the 

salal and salmonberry, then 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 had been of Melander's making. 

You would have spied Melander early in any day's comings and goings 

at that far-north shoreside ·assemblage of hewn logs and Russian 

tenacity. Tall man with lanks of arms and high hips, so that he 

seemed to be all long sections and hinges. His line of jaw ran 

lengthy as well, and so too his forehead; in all the extent of him, 

only the bright blue eyes and stub nose and short mouth were closely 

set, 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 at you. 

Even Melander's manner of talking was prominently jointed into 

lengths, the habit he had of every so often interrupting himself with 

a querulous "aye?" as if affirming whether he really dared continue 

with so mesmerizing a line of conversation. 

"A strong right arm is the lever of life, these Russians say. 

You'd think by chance the Castle Russians might once put the iever 

to something other than hoisting a glass of vodka. Aye?" 



I 

A hign-nosed cedar canoe, poised and buoyant as a seabird, 

atop a sharp white ridge of ocean. 

Carried up and up by the water's detennined sweep at the sky, 

too nimble craft nm-r, in this .first necessary picture in your mim, 

sleds across the curled crest of wave ani begins to glide the surf 

toward tne dark frame of your scene, a shore of black spruce fores t . 

On modern charts of the long, crumbled coastline south from the 

Gulf of Alaska this particular landfall is inscribed as Aristazabal 

Island . But three of the .four voyagers bobbing to its shore here 

in a January dusk of tl'e year 18.53 knew nothing of this name, nor 

would it matter to toom if' they did. 

Now the canoeman as they alight. Karlsson and Melander 

and Wennberg and Braaf. Nineteen days 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 has been afraid many times in those days ; brave almost 

as often. l!ere at Aristazabal they land wetly, heft their 

slim but laden ark across the gravel be ~ch into hiding within 

the salal and salmonberry , t hen turn away to the abrupt timber. 

4 As the trees sieve t ~z.em from s i ght, another white wave r eplaces 



the rolling hil l of water by which the four were borne to this 

shore where they are selec t ing their night's s helter, and where 

one of them is to die. 

Their escape from New Archangel bad been of Melander 's makil'.€ . 

You would have spied Mela.mer early in any day's comings and goings 

at that far-north shoreside assemblage of hewn logs and Russian 

tenacity. Tall man with lanks of arns and high hips, so that he 

seemed to be all long sec ti. ons an:l binges . His line of jaw ran 
~.a· 

Jangtby as well, s f'ore~ad; in all tte extent of' him, 

right blue eyes and stub nose ani short mouth were closely 

set, a sudden alert center of face amid the jaw-am-forehead expanse 

as if peeri~ in wily surprise out the hole of a tree trunk at you . 

4/ Even Melander' s manner of talking was prominently jointed into lengths , 

the habit he had of every so often interrupting himself with a 

querulous naye?tt as if affirming whetoor he really dared continue 

with oo nesnerizing a line of conversation. t1A strong right arm 

is the lever of life, these ,Russians say. You'd -think by chance 

t~ Castle Russians might once put tts lever to something other ttan 
tU:>iol.. 

hoisting a glass of vodka. Aye?" Needless tO of sue h a quiz , 

thirty- one tines out of thirty Melamer could be counted on, all 

his reluctance to dazzle further notw.tt hstaming , to conti..n~ "But 

no. lie arourd up there like seals they all do , yip-yippiQ5 down 
at the rest of us •• • 11 

Born on the is le of Go tla.rrl a.rrl thinking of himself as a Swede, 

Melander actually numbered in the landless 
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nationality , that of the sea. On Gotland his peopl e had been 

fisher-folk beyond memory, generation upon genera tion auto-

matically capabl e with herring nets as if born with hands shaped 

only for that task, and it h~d been a startling flex of inde-

pendence when Melander, himself beginning to resemble a sizable 

height of pine spar, went off from his village of Slite to 
-1:: h £.. 

tall-masted vessels. He proved apt aboard ship, , 

dozen years 

of sailing the Baltic and the ~orth Atlantic seaboard of Europe 

bettered his position voyage by voyage. It was as first mate of 

a schooner bringing twenty fresh seven-year men from Stockholm 

in the spring of 1851 that Melander arrived to Alaska Russian 
S , I 

America, as it would be until the expa.nse)ii.ssei from Russian 

tands to American by sale in 1867 and this vital speck or port-

tm 

a pair of matters 

onset of that voyage 1 

swerved Melander into staying on at New 

Arch~el. The prospect of an eleven-

month return voyage under the schooner's cap~ain, a fidgety 

Finn who was veteran in the Baltic trade 

the ocean; and the 

backdrop Alaskan 

Far from having a wind sailor's usual contempt for steam 

vessels, Melander was more t han a littl e i ntrigued with 



contraptions. Pointing course power 

of mechanism--this the sort o 

time would 

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 at hand was this squatty 

wonde~ . of self-propuls_!.on and a _~roclaimed shortage ~f gifted 

seanen in these northern Pacific waters navigated,, in what had 
l .... -ft1 I ~, 

historically been a lurching and uncertain style, by the ussi • 

"If the wind were clever enough, " Melander told the 

baffled Finnish skipper upon taking leave of him, nit would snuff 

out these steam-snorters before they get a start. Aye?" 

Melander maybe under different policy would have earned his 
at New Archangel 

way up the ranks of the Rus3ian-Amer:lcan Company h -e like a 
I 

lithe boy up a schooner's rigging; become a valued promyshlennik, 

harvester of pelts, of the Tsar's Alaskan enterprise in the 

manner, let us say, that elsewhere along the fur frontiers of 

nort~ost North America occasional young Scotsmen of promise 
\.:.I 

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 15 per cent prof it season upon season to 

London and, not incidentally, to hold thuse far spans of map 

not only in the name of their corporate employers but for the 

Britisn crown which underlay the company's charter terms like 

an ornate watermar k . Finlayson ,, McLoughlin, t>impson,, J."1ackenzie ,, 

Fraser, others: Caledonians ·who whittJ.ed system into the wilderness , 
~ 

names we know even yet as this continent's northern roster of enterprise 

and empi~ 

E1) But 1119.ybe is only naybe, an:i the .facts enough are that on tm 

I 



broad nap of midnineteenth-century empires Alaska lies apart f'rom 

the Hudson 1 s Bay span of dominion across most of what bas come to 

be Canada. That, indeed, this colossal crude crown of nortnwestmost 

territory is tipped sharply, as if in deliberate spurn, away from 
~"1- ,'YY1~ / 

Lordon to the directi. on of Siberia and Moscw. And tha Melander 

rapidly cmre to hold contanpt for the life he and the other Swedes 

found themselves in as indentured laboret's of the Russian-American 
I I 

t.).rw ... 'J...,,.'n.. 

Companf's fur-gathering enterprise, the Tsar 1s particular system ,, 
of anpire-by-praxy. Seven-year men. "The Russians' oxen," as 

Melander more than once grumbled it e1 

For as will happen, Melander af'ter signing on with the Russian-

American Company did find his life a.Ltered by the alluring new nautical 

machinery, right enough, but not as hoped. On.Ly seldom did the 

Russians fire up too .Nicholas, which was of a Vintage requiring 

approximately two days of choppi ng by the wood crew to feed the 

boilers for each day of voyag~--a visiting Hudson's Bay officer 

once amended the name of the vessel to Old Nick, on the ground 

that it consumed fuel at about the rate you might expect of 

Hell--and on the occasions when its paddlewheels were set into 

ponderous thwacking motion, positions aboard were snatched by 

bored officers of the small Ruasian navy contingent stationed at 



New Arch3JlSel. In his first Alaskan year Melander was permitted 

~ . u • t.ok 
to steam out with the Nicholas whenever Rosenberg, the .a."ussian governor, o 

;1 

his official retinue on an outing to the hot spring at an outpost 

called Ozherskoi, a little distance south along the coast from 

Sitka Sound. . This happened precisely twice, and Melander' s 

sea-time-under-steam totaled six days. The rest of the work.span 

was an assignrrent conferred upon him by a Russian overseer as 

pronptly as tne supply scnooner vanished over the horizon on its 

voyage back to Stockholm and Kronstadt. 

11Frierrl sailor, we are ~ing to give you a chance to 

because of his ability of handling men and, from his time on 

Baltic voyage3, his tongue's capability with Russian as well 

innish, and his Gotland knowledge of fish, 
tA.L' 

catches of herring 

and halibut for New Archangel's wint-er larder. 

Melander at this tiny capital of Russian America bad become 

absented, then, from three homes. His b:irthland. Toa sea. And 

his chosen livelihood. Which had anyone within the Russian-American 

Company officialdom at New Archangel taken the trouble to tot up 

the situation made tte lanky and capable Swede a man pinned in place 

by triple tines of exile ~ most restless position. 
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One of the first lengthening evenings of summer of 1852, the 

tins of year woon New Arch~el 's twilight began to dawdle on in 

dusk witil near midnight, Melander 

to no om in particular amo~ the card-players and conversationists 

in tl'r3 worlaren's barracks: ttA seven-year man is a bladeless knife 

without a l:andle."'71Then he stood up, a process like staves suddenly f{1 
frami~ themselves together into a very large scarecrcw, and in 

building. 

Only because it afforded the most dista.nce for his impatient boots, 

Melander roved west through the narrow shoreline crescent or settleIJSnt. 

high timbered gate of the stockade there stoppering New Archangel 

;/ 
Melander still needed motion. He changed course 

to the north. Rapidly passed the gate watchman yawni~ wi tnin his 

hut. Climbed the short knoll wMre tlle first of the stockade's 

blockhouses overlooked the gate. In lo~ pull.s clambered up the 

ladder to the catwalk beside t~ blockhouse. ere met t te quizzing 

glance of the Russian sentry and muttered: ttThe Finns are singing in 

too barracks again. Tooy sound like death arguing with the devil.n 



4 The sentry nodded in pityillS savvy and returned to his watching-slot 

within tte timbered tower. 

dusky sky, scanning out beyorxi Sitka Soun:l i:lm and its dark-treed 

isla.rrls school:ed like furry whales, to the threadline of horizon 

tba t is "the Pacif·ico 

After a moment, a.s if satisfied that the water portion of the 

in place, Melanier dropped his gaze until he was 

peering .directly down at 

end of the stockade. 

and so softly that the sentry nearby in th:! blockhouse mistook it 

for another mutter aga:tnst twittering Finns, the tall man murmured: 

"Perhaps not bladeless.n 

:Vo ~1n 
such thil15s have a 

-thQ. sa~J.'h 
to depart from a further half dozen years or- M'PF-3~ an:;L.-!!e.J.Wll~iWi& 

______-:;: dt .. ~C , - . ~· 

You have ~ ""tbat this Melamer haei capability brimming in him. 

The surprise is t~ rapidity also at wait witti;Ln his lanky fraioo. It 
J. 

would have taken the most earnest,.,. watchi~ across the next number 

of days, to notice charge: one or two fewer Mela.rrlerasque forays of 
tcward 

language, some sortir.g glances his fellCM saven-

year nen as they performed the:ir tasks • Yet in no more t ban a pair 

of weeks, Melander 



sifted through his plan down to details the size of fishhooks, 

and was ready now to take up the question--question? n~t word 

enough for so life-pivoting a decision--of who could be got to 

flee New Archangel with him and ·challenge a thousand miles of 



/0 
wilderness coastline. 

Karlsson he nominated into the 

Karlsson was slender and withdrawn, with a narrow bland face 

like that of a village parson. The sort of man with not much 

to say, nor of whom much was said . A figure almost in camouflage, 
so - se J' 

con:q:>ared to the D&¥er word.Less Melander . But Melander om tim 

had noticed Karlsson canoei~ back from a day1 s hunti~--Karlsson 

was a skilled enough woodsman from his upbr.i.nging near the forests 

of Skane that he occasiomlly was sent out with a hunting party to 

oolp provision the port; ordinarily, he worked as 

an axman in the wood-cutting crew--by skimming across Sitka 

Sound with steady stopless strokes. Watching him, Melander 

had been put in mind of the regularity of a millwheel. 

impression of interesting constancy about Karlsson 

Melander also had stored away. The observation that the slender 

untalkative man visited more. of ten to the women in the native 

village outside the stockade wall than did any of the merchants 

of wind who perpetually bragged in the barracks about their 

lust. 

What brought down Melander's decision in favor of Karlsson, 

however, was a tinier thing, a feather of instant remembered from 
bill 

shipboard. on the same schooner 

as Melander, and Melander recalled that just before sailingf when 

others of the indentured group, the torque of the journey-to-come 

tremendous in them at the moment, talked large of the certain 

success ahead, the excitement the frontier life would furnish 

,0 
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and how r apidly and with what staggering profit their s even 

years of contract with t he Russians would pass> Karl sson 

listened, gave a small mirthless smile and a single shake of 

his head, and moved off along the deck by hims elf. Whatever 

propelled Karlsson to Alaska, it had not been self-delusion. 

Melander chose a rainless late-June morning, gentle 

gray-silver overcast cupping the day's light downward to 
SF~~ 

lend clarity to the harbor s and 

the sudden mountains behind the set:tlement·, the usual morning 

wind off the bay lazed to a breeze,· to approach Karlsson 
Melander 's . thou ht was that 

before work-call. f Karlsson would consider escape on the 

best of New Archangel's days, he was truly 

ready. "Let's take our tea outside the stockade. Flavor 

always improves away 

village which extended in a long single-file of dwellings 

along the shoreline. As they stood and sipped, a dozen 

natives emerged from one of the nearest longhouses, men and 

women together and all naked, and waded casually into the 

bay to bathe. 

"Those canoes are longer then they look, aye?" Melander 

began, motioning to the natives' cedar shells in a row on 

tb.e beach before them; the line of lithe craft, like sea-creatures 

dozing side by side on the white sarrl, which his gaze had been drmm 

to woon he stood atop t ha stockade. "We could step into ore here 

and step out at Stockholm." 



/)..... 

Karlsson's face, all at once not quite so bland, suggested 

the standard skepticism toward talk of uncooping oneself from . 

New Archangel. Because of New Archangel's isolation 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 

~tockade walls, the matter of escape always narrowed instantly 

to the· same fine point: where, except up to heaven, was there 

to go? 

Quickly Melander recited the mainframe of his plan, that _if 

they selected their time well and escaped by night they could 

work a canoe south along the coast, that beyond the Russian 

territory and that of the Hudson's Bay Company the Americans 

had a fur-trading post at Astoria, from there ships would come 

and go, ships to ports of Europe; to, at last, Stockholm. 

"You taJ.k us in fine style from here to there, Melan:ler. But 

this God-forgotten coast, in a canoe •• •" 

Melander drained his mtig in a final gulp, folded himself 

down to rest one knee on the dirt and with a stick began to 

diagram the canoe route . 

A first south-pointing stab of island--Barano , on the 

oceanward side of which they squatted now--like a broad knife 

blade. 

A scatter of much smaller islands, then the large Queen 

Charlottes group, south-pointing too, like the sheath Baranof 

had been pulled from. 
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Another broken isle-chain of coast, then the long ·blunt 

slant of Vancouver Island. 

At last, the fourth and biggest solidity in the succession 

Melander was draw.ing, the American coastline leading to the 

Columbia River, and Astoria. 

A month's canoe journey, Melander estimated it would be to 

Astoria. If they had luck, three weeks. 

Karlsson stood silent for a mi.nute, looking off around the 

island-speckled bay. Melander noticed his glance linger in _ 

the direction of the bathing native women. On such a New 

Archangel day sound carried like light, and from the black­

smith shop within the stockade began to come the measured 

clamor of hammer against anvil. As if roused by the clangor, 

Karlsson turned back to Melander. 

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

"No," Melander agreed. "Our other man is Braaf. 11 

"Braaf? That puppy?" 

Melander tendered his new co-conspirator a serious smile 

which might have been a replica of K.arlsson's own aboard the 

schooner in Stockholm harbor. 

"We need a thief," he explained. 



That is the way they Disquieted shipman, 
h ~ 

musing woodman, now plotters 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 you come to 

ponder it. For empires exist on the principle of constellations 

in the night sky--pattern imposed across otherwise 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. 

The far pinspots representing vastly more than they themselves 

were . That voyage which deposited Melander am Kar ls son into their 

indentured situation reminds us that here in the nd.ddle of the 

ni.neteent h century, this wor lj: of put·ting out the lines of star-web 

across the planet yet bad. to be .., 

which 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 

alt!e de.s te;, c.c::>l"t &=:: 

North America: the gray-gowned wee 

queen of England reigned over Ojibways and Athapascans and 
being 

Bella Coolas, merchants of Moscow and Irkutsk were provided 
was t aking 

fortunes by bales of Alaskan furs, the United State unto 

itself a second broad oceanfront. 
t o be succeeding astounqingly. 

~ 
Such maritime tracewor k seeroo <l 



But all this atlas of order rested -on tI;e -fact that f t 

requir·es acceptance, a faith of seeing .and saying, "Ah yes, 

that is the Great Dipper, and here Pegasus comes flying, and 

there sits shining Andromeda, exactly so," to make constellations 

real. So that what the makers of any imperial configuration 

always had to be most wary of was mi:rds--such as Melander 1 s , such 

as Karlsson's , such as too one Melander was 

join their two - -which happened not to be of stellar allegiame. 

Braaf would have given the fingers of one hand to be gone 

from New Archangel. He had, after all, the thief's outlook 

that in this vast world of opportunity, an occasion would 



,, 
surely arrive when he could pilfer them back. Stealing was 

in Braaf like blood and breath. He had been a Stockholm 

street boy, son of a prostitute and the captain of a Danish 

fishing ketch, and on his own in life by the age of seven. 

Alaska he had veered to because, after a steady growth of 

skill from beggary to picking pockets to thievery, the other 

destination beckoning to him was kastell: prison. Braaf 

arrived to New Archangel when Karlsson and Melander had, and 

at once skinning knives and snuff boxes and twists of 

Kirghiz 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 contingent of Swedes rapidly 

made a different guess, for Braaf was becoming a kind of 

human connnissary in the barracks. Because he was reasonable 

in his prices--interested less in income than in chipping 

the monotony of Alaskan life, which he found to be ~ rain-walled 

prison in its own right--and was diplomatic enough not to · 

forage anything major from his countrymen, nothing was said 

against him. 

It would have been hard anyway to make a convicting case 

against Braaf. At twenty, he displayed the round ruddy face of 

a f armboy--an apple of a f ace--and a gaze which lofted 

innocently just above the eyes of whomever he was talking to, as 

if he were considerately measuring you for a hat. 

., 
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The morning after tea was taken outside the stockade of 

New Arch.angel by a pair of men, it was taken by at trio. 

ttMe?" Braaf murmured when Melander loomed over him and 

Karlsson appeared ma U at his opposite shoulder. "No, I was just 

about to ••• Sorry, I must .. oMaybe the noon-break, I '11 ••• u 

to put a bung in 

his spout and hear 

n You put it that way, n Braaf agreed, 0 and my ears are yours. 11 

On the slope of shore above the Kolosh canoes, Braaf studied 

back and forth from Mela.nder 1 s forehead to Karlsson 1s as Melander 

oree morelllt outlined the plan. 

"Austria, I've heard of tha~. But is it anywhere arolllld here?tt 
Wt. c..A.,. • American 

"As~oria, 11 Mela.mer repeatecn~~~~-- "Na.t00d for the ricli 

nBn Astor. It's the port for a part Oregon." 

0 Imagine, n said Braaf politel~ through a slllJ'.l> of tea. 

"Braaf, we need your skill of, umm., acquiring. It '11 take 

supplies and supplies for such a jourrey.n 

"Why should I?n 

t•Because you 1 re stuck here like a stump if you don 1t. u 

"That 1 s a reason A I suppose • Why won't we drown?" 

"God's bones, Braaf, these canoes float like 

You'd have to be an oaf to tip one over. 11 

"~e seen an oaf or t.ro in my timeo" 

nBraaf, listen," Karlsson broke in. "I go in these canoes 

all the time, and I am undrownedou 
in the cheeks of 

"For all I know, you have gill your ass, tooo 11 
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"Braif, 11 Melander reswned as if reciting to a simple child. 
which comes rare in lif'eo shitpileJ 

11 You have a choice here oin us and leave this Russian ~Mi--~.-.. 
or stay and get caught one day lifting ore snuff box too many• You've 

seen what these Russians can do with a knouto That sergeant of the 

Rock and hard place." 

11Wha.t else is the world. Come in with us, Braaf'. It'll take 

yrur fast fingers to get us out of here. But we can get out.u 

"My fingers should ever se91 the day they're as fast your 

to~ue, Melandero 0 

0 Tbank yoo, but we can race some other time. Are you with us?" 

0 You know for heaven-certain that we'll find this American fort 

a t-~hat 's the place, Asturia?" 

0 Astoria. It is there. I have known sailors whose ships have 

called there. Perhaps we will not even have to go that far, if we 

meet a merchantman or supply ship alo~ the wey. English, Spanish, 

America.IlS or the devil, it won 1 t matter. So long as they 're not 

Russians •11 

"And the natives? Kolosh and whatever-the-hell-else they 

might be?" 

ur already said the devil ... 

Only for an instant new, about the duration of a held breath, 

did Braa.f' s eyes come steady with those of Melander and Karlssono 

Just before he nodded agreement to join the escape. And that is how 

they became three. 



11~ 

In the galaxy of frontier enclaves sparked into creation by 

imperialism, New Archangel was a mapdot unlike any other. 

Simultaneously a far-north backwater port and capital of more 

than half a million square miles, a greater territory than 

France and Spain and England and Ireland combined, the settlement 

ran on Russian capacities for hard labor and doggedness, and was 

kept from running any better than it did by Russian penchants 

fo ·r muddle and infighting. New Archangel here fifty years after 

its founding still stood forth in the image of its progenitor, 

the stumpy and tenacious Baranov, first governor of Russian 

America and contriver of the Russia*n-American Company's system 
~' 

of fur-gathering. Baranov, like Napoleon, that 

he was a little great man, and he it was who in 1791 began to 
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stretch Russian strength from the Aleutian chain of atolls 

down the great arc of Alaska's coast, bending or breaking the 

native cultures along the route one after another: the Aleuts 

chastened into becoming the Russians' seasonal hunters of seals 

and sea otters, the people of the Kenai cajoled into allegiance 

by Baranov's mating with the daughter of the foremost chief, 

the stubbornly combative Tlingits--whom the Russians dubbed 

Kolosh--at last in 1804 dislodged from Sitka Sound by the 
of the Tsar 's 

The single sizable and well-sheltered harbor indenting 

the archipelagic shoreline of southeastern Alaska, Sitka Sound 

represented the maritime ringhold Baranov needed for the firm 

knotting of Russian influence. Along virtually all of that 

coast mountains drop sheer to the Pacific, spruce slopes like 

green avalanches ·into the seawater• ~ut at Sitka a long notch 

of bay is sided by a ledge of shore~ and further grudging 

bequest of topography, at the shore's southmost hook a knoll 
~ 

of rock pokes helmet. This mound, si.Xty 

or so feet in elevation and twice as broad, the Kolosh had 

employed as a stronghold, and Baranov seized the connnanding 

site for his own thicklogged bastion. 

In this sunnner of 1852, the estimable Baranov three decades 

dead, a huge double-storied governor's house still called 

Baranov's Castle squatted there in the air at one extent of 

New Archangel's single street. At the opposite end rose the 
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onion dome and ca rrot spire of the comely little Russian 

Orthodox cathedra~ 

But the startling oddity of this port of New Archangel was that 

it had a larger fleet of ships permanently aland than were usually 

to be found in its harbor. When they could no longer be safely 

sailed hulks were pulled onto shore, then improvised upon as 

needed. Of the first two, beached into usefulness in Baranov's 

time, one had been used as a church and the other as a gun battery, 
; 

a diversity which surely must have caused the Kolosh to ponder 

deeply about their new landlords. Its habit of collecting hull-

corpses gave New Archangel, as one visitor put it, "an original, 

foreign, and fossilized kind of appearance." 

The morning after Braaf joined the escape 

plan, Karlsson emerges from around a corner of the cathedral, 

on his way from the workmen's barracks a short span to its 

north, and walks the brief dirt street between God's domain and 

the Governor's. Karlsson has been delegated to work this day 

at the shipyard, so deft with an ax that he often is lent to 

help with the shaping of a mainmast. Before reaching the ship-

yard just beyond Baranov's Castle, however, he veers west 

toward the stockade gate and the Kolosh village beyond, steps 

outside and along the wall, undoes his wool britches, and 

urinates . As he stands spraddled , Karlsson stu.die s the Kolosh 

canoes, prcw s rising in extension like th7 cks of f antastic horses , 

in t~ir graceful rank along the beach. 

v i 
I 
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~ All of New Archangel, cathedral and fifty or so 

squared-log buildings painted a pale yellow as though they were 

seaside cottages, sat dwarfed by the thronging Alaskan mountains. 

Virtually atop the town as the spire and dome crowned the 

cathedral, the peaks were precisely those a child would draw. 

Sharp tall pyramida of forest, occasionally a lesser summit 

round as a cannonball for comparison's sake . Topknots of snow 

showed here and there , but the color eve~JWhere else on these 

stretching peaks was the black-green which only a coastal fir 

forest enm:ixes . 

As Karlsson begins hewing pine at the shipyard, Braaf 

at the southwesternmost extent of the settlement, beside 

beached there . When Braaf" arrived 

to New Arch~el and it rapidly 

became evident that he was not, as listed on one .manifest, 

a shipwright, nor, as supposed on another item of record, a 

shoemaker, a nd Braaf with shy innocence deni ed knowing how 

such misunderstandings possibl y could have come about, a perplexed 

clerk assigned hi m to t he readiest unskilled job, as a cook's 

helper. Daily Braa f manages to use this livelihood to manu-

facture free time. for himself, much of it spent hiding out some-

. 
where within this maritime carcass . The hulk neighbori~ it yet ~ 

in service as a cannon battery aimed into too Kolosh village, but dry 

rot has claimed this vessel of Braaf•s. He slips through a gangway 

· in o the ship's hull r.;hen it becane a storehouse, creeps to the 

forecastle, arrl within a particular one of several stave-sprung barrels 

there makes a deposit, a walrus-ivory snuf.fbox: which hitherto has been 

the possession of a Russian quartermaster. Then, a.s Melander instructed, 
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he begins to measure by handwidths the depth and breadth--which is 

to say, the cache capa.city--of other of these abandoned receptacles . 

Perpetually at combat with the massed mountains around Sitka Sound 

was its weather, for New Archa.~ el lived two days of 'three in rain and 

much oftener than that in cloud. One minute the vapor flowed along 

th3 bottoms of tne mountains to float all the peaks like dark icebergs. 

next the cloud layer would rise am lop every crag, leaving a 

of wan light , warmths fallen through chinks in the overcast, 

Betweentimes a silken rain probably 

ma:~~~liiWMIP..-3::fi the New Archangel air, a dew standing in droplets 

on your clothing before you were quite aware of it, and it could be 

four days before you cast your next shadot-r. Yet the diminutive port within all 

this swirl was a place of queer clarity as well, its rinsed 

air somehow holding a tint of blue light which caused every-

thing to stand out! the smallest swags of spruce limbs on 

mountains a mile of!:, the rock skirts of the timbered islands 

throughout the harbor. Voices and the barking of dogs carried 

mid-morning, Braaf reluctantly emerging 

from the toward chores for the noon meal, 

Melander on work-break p=esents himself from within the saltery 

being constructed on the point of shoreline southeast of the 

cathedral. Sitka Sound shares amply in the twenty-foot tides 

of this region of Alaska, and on the broad exposed tideflat a 

pig is rooting up clams while ravens seize his finds one after 

another. Melander watches for a moment, then laughs. Other 

workmen look over at him from their mugs of tea. · Melander points 

to the raucous gulping birds: "The Castle Russians at one of their 

banquets." ' 



Fully equal in complication and unlikelihood to its archi-

tecture and geography and weather was New Archangel's tenantry. 

The settlement was ruled by the Russian navy, administered by a 

covey of Russian-American Company clerks and other functionaries, 

was provisioned chiefly by British ships of the rival Hudson's 

Bay Company, seasonally abounded with Aleut fur hunters, relied for 

most of its muscle work upon creoles--those born of Russian fathers 
j-

and Kolash mothers; of New Archangel's sum of about a thousand 

persons, this was far the most sizable group--or upon Russian 

vagabonds from the Siberian port of Okhotsk, and for its craf twork, 

such as seven-year men from Scandinavia. 

_The hundred and fifty or so Scandinavians ~ostly were Finns; 

Swedes such as Melander and Braaf and Karlsson made a 

minority within this minority. 

Yet even this soc:!.al pyramid, sharp-tipped and broad-bottomed 

as the triangle peaks above the little port, did not account 

the most numerous populace on Sitka Sound. The Kolosh, the 

Sitka Tlingits. Their low-roofed longhouses straggled for 

nearly a mile along the beach west of 
~-le.~· 

of buildings, and tbe wall of and 

five hundred yards long and four ~ 

couple of dozen full-time sentries constantly expressed the 



colony's wariness of the natives. Tith cause. The Sitka 

Tlingits obliterated the first settlement Baranov implanted 

here, and a bare three years after this swnmer of 1852 they 

were to muster themselves and try, just short of success, to 

obliterate this one as well. 

the Kolosh, the way 

Precisely this prudence toward 
and every day 

-.._,.....::a.._~fiad fo set its most 

vigilant face toward those who might scheme to get in, 

Melander was counting on as advantage for getting out. 

Steam whiffed around Karlsson as he stepped into the worlonen's 

bathhouse. Every seventh day the sauna tender heated the rocks in 

the center of this room for ten hours on a bed of charcoal, and by 

this far in the night, man after man of the New Arch~~e workforce 

having sought to scour weariness from his mu~cles 
1 

the steam ~,VA' ... 

:1 ' t -

one great fl911M1- cube Karlsson stood \li. thin the 



heavy warmth for a monent, slender am very white in his nakedness, 

before bringlng the small woven reed breathing mask to his mouth 

and holding it there within his cupped right ha.nd.o 

11At least this cloud is a hot one. New Archangel could use a 

few such outside, aye?" 

Melarrler's voice, deeper for being muffled, 

the roo~, ~d in three steps Karlsson could see the ~~v 

his body alone in its long-boned angles on the bathing bench. Melander's 

reed respirator mask all but disappeared in the big hand palmed 

around it, so that he seemed '00 be covering a perpetual chuckle. 

"Are you tas:ting it yet?" Melander went on. "Our venture, 

I mean? I find myself thinldng of salt air. Ocean air. Better 

than sniffing herring, I can tell you • n 

"Where 1 s our pickpurse?11 

"He will come. The hours of Braaf' s day are not like any 

ot her man' s • 0 

u HCM far do you trust him?" 

"Ordinarily, only a whisker 's width. But Braaf wants to shake 

New Archangel from his ooots as badly as we do. He'µ do much to 

achieve that. Much that neither of us can do, just as he can't 
bindle 

canoe himself down this coast. The three of us are like aa~•re 
when Lare harvested, 

of rye your Skane fie1 s Together we lean in support 

of ooo another. Take any one away and we fall •11 

"And are trampled by the Russians • " 

"Aye, well. The answer to that is not to fall, nor to let 

each ot~r fall." 



"I need to know one matter about you, Melander. Why didn 1 t 

you stay on with the schooner?" 
' ( 

nyes, I can see a matter to know. Promise me not 

to laugh. But I stayed for a pretty sight. A pretty face, you 
But it was this. 

might un:ierstand better. at U:>ok my eyes was the Nicholas, 

these islands and mountains and the northern ocean. I could 

see myself on that steam-whale, going places of the world here 

I could never have dreamed of• What I forgot to look at was 

the wormy souls of these Russians o" 

uAnd wasn't that a fall, of a sortl" 

"A stumble, my fr:l.end, a stunt> le • The strides we wi 11 take 

together along this coast shall make up for it.'' 

ttA stumble, that's nothing," said a third voice. 11 Unless 

a noose is around your neck at the time." 

The steam thin.red as the opened doorway sucked it away, 

and brought into view Braaf. With his clothes off, he looked 

more than ever like an outsize boy ratoor t ban a man. Both 

Melani er and Karlsson noticed that Braaf did not even pause to 

accustom himself to the cumulus of heat before crossing the room 

to them, nor bother oo put the steam-sieVing mask to his mouth 

until he was seated, a little way from the other two. Braaf 

seeired never to let the world get a fix on him, always easing, 

eludingo 

"Our commissary officer. Welcome, Braaf. Let's have no more 

thoughts than necessary of nooses and the like, however." Melander 



was, for him, singularly businesslilr..e now that all three of them 

were at hand • "What we need to talk of is our divvy of tasks. 

Braaf, we are going to want--" and here Melander reci tad, in crisp 

fashion which would have done honor to a king's remembrancer, the 

list of supplies i"or the escape. tris there any of this you can't 

lay your hands on?" 

"No. Sons harder, so me easier, but no·~ n 

"Good. Tomorrow, begin your harvest.n 

"A thing more, Melander." Karlsson, afresh. "How is it we 

are to get ourselves and all this truck out of this stockade, when 

too time comes?n 

noh, aye I did I not tell you?" Through the gate ... 

HThrough the o •• ?n 

"Well that you asked, n Melander' s voice clarifying as he took 

aside the reed mouth mask to display a growing gr.in, "for you are 

the one with fue lever to open that gate for us •0 Melander instructed 

Karlsson with monumental joviality now. "It's there between your legso" 

So adept a provisioner did Braaf prove to be that Melander soon 

was forced to ration out his stealing assignrrents, lest the Russians 

become suspicious about the fresh blizzard of thievery o Melanderlt had 

known Braaf's type on shipboard a time or two, mn with thei)I instinct always 

to vanish just before a mpsail needed reefing , and of course the armies 

of aJ.l history have kn.am him as well, the scrounger, the dog-robber; 
~ l 0 w-hv/ 

in Braaf' s specific instance, the drifted through New 



Archangel like steam freed from t he bathhouse o 

By the end of July, cache held a compass, two 

tins of gunpowd er, one of the three-pound boxes of tea the 

Russians used to trade with the natives, several fishing lines 

and hooks, and a 

During 
excellent Kolosh 

hook, three nives, a 

coupl~ of hatchets, and a fire flint apiece. 

September's gleanings were a second compass--Melander wanted 

to be as certain as possible about navigation~-a small iron 
a spyglass, 

kettle, another box of tea and a water cask. 

Early in October, New Archangel's month of curtaining rai n, 

the plotters _convened about the matter of a canoe. 

Karlsson had eyed out a candidate, an eighteen-foot SMll witn 

a prcw which angled up into a high sharp needle of nose . The •111@•$,..., 

craft lay amid too doz en canoes nearest the stockade gate, convenient, 

and Karlsson had watched to see that tre native who owred it was 

scrupulous, on New Archangel's rare warm days, about sloshing water 

over the cedar interior to prevent its drying out a.rxi cracking, and 

in damp weather heaped woven mats over it for shelter . 

Melander and Bra.a.f took turns at casual g.lances da.1n the 

shoreline to Karlsson' s choice. 
0/ 

True, the canoe had -SUl:W)!"'"'8> 

sprightly look ••••- that it seered only to be awaiting t he 

right word of magic before flying off upward. 

knew sozrething of canoes from havi~ paddled a. number of tim:.s 

' 

witn Kolosh crews to the fis hi.11g grounds off ·the western shorefront 



of New Archangel. Indeed, it can be realized now that those jourreys 

were first filaments in the spinning of his decision that seven-

yeardom could be fled by water. The fishing canoes were half again 

the length of this keen-beaked version singled out by Karlsson, and 

this question of size balked Melander. 

Braai' mumbled that any canoe was small er 

than he preferred. 

all the capacity they neede what did Melander have in mind, to --
stuff the era.ft lika a sausage? 

Melander could not resist asldng Karlsson if he was arguing 
his wondrous 

tha canoe was bigger on the inside than on t~ out. 
1A _e; I 
l"'I ' 4 

No, goddamn tongue, Karlsson retorted, it simply 
~l~ 

was a matter of waterwort.hiness, this canoe would carry their cache 

of upplies and be livelier to steer tnan a larger canoe and less 

weight to pr op el. 

Melander was p::lrsuaded. Karlsson rarely troubled to assert 

himself about anything, and if he waxed passionate for this particular 

canoe, tta t, was strong enough testimony. 

Braaf wanted to knma" what all the jibber-jabber at too front 

and back of t ha canoe was. 

Bow and stern, Melander quickly advised him before Karlsson 
~oo~d · 

go off again, and the painted designs, boxy patterns of red 

and white which flowed deftly in and out of one another, were Kolosh 



EVil minna~s 

" 
ear, Melani.er said in exasperation, how the he.U did he lmow wha. t 

evil whats the Kolosh were spooked by? Now: the three of tmm were 

agreed on the canoe , was there anything more--

Paddles , Karlsson annoWlced, and went on to insist on Clyoquot 

paddles , a broad- headed type carved by a tribe far south along the 

coast and occasional..Ly bartered north as prized items of trade o 

Braaf frowned. He had f ull reason it took him all of 

the next week to accumulate a t rio of Clyoquot paddles from 

the natives along the harbor. 

Karlsson when . they met again. "What if we 

lose one over the side?" 

Braaf cursed in his sweet voice, and went off to start the 

thief's siege of watching and waiting which would glean a 

fourth paddle. 

Like the single eye of some great watchful creature, each 

morning at six the stockade gate near the westmost corner of 

New Archangel winked open, at six each evening it swung 

resolutely closed. Only during those dozen hours of day 

were the Kolosh allowed into the settlement, in scrutinized 

numbers, and the market area where they were permitted to 

trade was delineated directly inside the gate, so that they 

could be rapidly shoved out in event of commotion. Moreover, 

the first of the four gun-slitted blockhouses buttressing the 

east-stretching wall of stockade sat close by the area of market 

and gate on a shieldlike short slope of rock, miniature of 

the strong knob supporting Baranov's Castle. Scan it from 



inside or ou t , here a t New Archangel is porta l 

showed its s trongest focu~. 

Except. Except that, bachelor existence on a frontier 

being what it was, the gate sometimes peeped open in the 

evenings. Until- dusk went into night, it was not unknown 

that a recreative stay might be made in the Kolosh village. 

For those dwelling within New Archa ngel rather than without, 

the second and unofficial--and by order of the governor, 

absolute--curf ew at the big gate was ful.l dark. 

In these months of preparation, Karlsson began to increase his 

frequency of visit to the native vi. llage, and by lingering on a:t'ter 

the other visitants, to stretch each stay deeper in'OO dusk. Eventually 

b3 was nudging regularly against the second curfew, much to the 

discomfiture of the night watchman at the gate of the stockade, Bilibin. 

4/-Bilibin was om of the longest-servir.g of the Russian indenturees 

who had been funneled out through the O:iberian port of Okhotsk and 

across the northern seas to New Archa115el. Be it said, these Siberian 

vagabotrls had not been encouraged onward to Russian America because 

they had the habit of pushing ducks into puddles. Thugs, thieves, 

hopeless sots, no few murderers, the flotsam. of any vast frontier, 

were amo~ them. ("~Jbere, 11 Baranov gra.ndeef 

of the Russian-American Company, 11do you get such nen?") But so 

were debtors, escaped serfs, those whose 

only instinct · Bilibin might be pegged somewhere amid 
sK1~ncJ.. 

these milder miscreants, without doubt ha vinE!'le..ee-a 

/ 



But for our purpose here, which is that of Karlsson and Braaf 
~~ 

and Melander, Bilibin 1s significant ~was longevity. Sufficiently 

a scapegrace to have exasperated a generation of superiors, Bilibin 

nQY stood the least desirable of watch shifts, tte one spanning the 

middle of the night. Turned about, the matter was that the superiors 

over toe years bad sui'ficiently kn.outed an:l berated bim that Bilibin 

took care not to ruoh into their attention. 

Thus: the first time Karlsson arrived back to the gate 'past 

curfew, Bi.libin blustered a threat to march him double -quick to the 

sergeant in charge or the sentries. 

But did nothi~. Rousting out a sergeant because a Svrede 

couldn't finish his rutting on ti.me, well, 

The next tima, having conferred t~ith Melanier, 
'1 

Karlsson staggered later than ever from too Kolosh village to 



the gate, singing as if drunk--"The fru.it of the heart-tree, do not 

eat;u Karlsson within himself was astounded with the evident believability 

of his gate performances--11 for sorrow grows there, black as peattt--

and carrying a jug of the native 

liquor called hootchina. Which without undue difficulty he 

persuaded Bilibin to take a reviveful swig from: "Have 

fifteen drops, Pavel, it drives the snakes from one's boots ••• '' 

The hootch did its task. Under the New Archangel allotment 

of fifty cups of rum pe.r man per year, Bili bin was a man 

perpetually parched. Soon Karlsson was not departing the 

stockade until nearly dark--"Come along and put your spoon 

in the kettle," he would invite; "No, no, no, I'm limber as a 

goose's neck, no more women for me, you can have mine too," 

Bilibin would splutter back at him--and returning far into 

the night to proffer the hootchina jug. 

autumn of 1852, Karlsson was 

well on his way to legendary status among the native women 

along Sitka Sound, and Bilibin had been primed carefully as 

a stubborn pump for. the escape. 

______ __,_ 
In early November, Melander said in his procedural way 

that the time had come for Braaf to steal the coastal maps by 

which they would navigate south. "It's the Tebenkov maps we 

want. Tebenkov must have been one Russian who had something 

other than cabbage between his ears. When he was governor 



here he made his captains chart all of thi s coastl ine, and 

there's a set aboard each ship. I saw the steamship's while 

Rosenberg was ba~hing hi s bottom at Ozherskoi. We'll take 

those, they won't be missed until spring or · whenever in 

hell's time the steamship gets fired up again. Can you 

read Russian, Braaf?" Braaf shook his head. "No? Well, no 

matter, we need the ones from latitude 57 degrees as far 

south as 46 degrees, and you'll see they're marked like this." 

NW bepera Amepuku, Melander printed carefully. NW coast of , 

America~ The thef t would be tricky, Melander cautioned, 

because Braaf would need to sort rapidly among all the maps 

in the steamship's chart room and--Melander stopped short as 

his head again. "Aye?" Melander demanded. "What 

is it?" 

"I can't read anything," Braaf said. 

The single th.ing certain tD irk Melander was the unforeseen, 

and this incapacity of Braaf' s he had not calculated on at all. 
swet"v 

Rarest annoyance croo sed his face, then Melander..__.. ___ 

and his disposition readjusted itself. nso. It seems to fall to 

you . This '11 at least 

~ 
be a change from galloping a Kolash maiden, wouldn't you say? 

Now: the maps are kept--" ' Karlsson was shaking his lean head 

in reprise of Braaf. "I'm being sent hunting. P~rhaps for as 

long as ten days." 

Now Karl~son l ooked steadily at Melander and for once, so 

did Braaf. Under the pressure of 



then scowled, t hen swore. "Jesu Maria. Have to become a common 

sneakthief, do I? The pair of you ••• " 

glances two 

said 

edgily. "But a close matter it was. Christ on the cross, 

Braaf, how you go around like a deacon's ghost I'll never know. 

I was at the maps when for some damnable reason two of the 

came aboard. They clomped off somewhere o~ 
starboard . n 

and I got away along Melander 

opened his mouth as if to go on, but went into thought instead. 
arrl done. 

"Aye. Anyway, it's done et's 

get on with our enterprise. We'll need new sailcloth for the 

canoe, can't trust the rotten cheesecloth these Kolosh use. 

You can recognize sailcloth, Braaf, can't you?" 

~ . 

Minutes after the next morning's work-call, 

away with the sailcloth, the f'olded length of it cradled beneath an 

armload of skins he ostensibly was carrying toward the tannery, when 
into bis left ear , 

a voice suggested huslclly "Let ' s talk about what 

those skins . n 

register on Braaf that the voice 

at least was fMedish rather than Hussian . He inched his bead leftward 

the fraction enough to recognize the 

~ide sideburn-framed face beside him. The recognition unfroze 

his mind ••• one of the blacksmiths ••• vain bastard he is .•• 

Wennstrom, Wennblad: "Wennberg? What ••• " 



"No, don't walk away and don't put them down." Not 

suggestion now: orders. "We'll have a visit until we see 

which interesting thing happens first." - _Wennberg ~oved himself 

in front of Braaf as companionably as if he had every matter 

in WQ~• to discuss with him. "Whether you spill that .. , 
load in front of these Russians, or your friend Melander 

trots himself over here." 

Melander arrived with a lanky swiftness which to any 

onlooker would seem as if he had been beckoned over to consult 

with the pair . There the three of them stood centered in the 

long rectangle of parade ground between Baranov's Castle and t~ 
ic 

while around. them Mica•= .till New Archangel ' s morning life eddied, 

quartermasters and overseers and shipwrights and caulkers and 
and Kolosh a:rx:I Castle officers 

brassworkers and sa ors humanity in its start-of'-day seeps 

and spurts of motion. 

Melander's dark look met Wennberg's broad blandness like 

a cloud against a cLiff-face. 

''Well, Melander," Wennberg said. "Braaf and I were just 

speaking of how much heavier skins have gotten this year. It 

seems a man can hardly hold a pood of them in his arms these 

days. 11 

"A man can carry as much as the world puts on him, it is 

said," Melander responded crisply, still glowering at Wennberg. 

"You always were a thinker, Melander" Isn't he, Braaf?" 

The blacksmi~h stepped close and pressed his elbow slowly, 
I 

bicep, drawing a strangled gasp 



from the laden man. "A thinker, hmm?" 

"Let's give Braaf a rest, shall we?" Melander offered 

rapidly. "You obviously have much to say about matters of 

weight." If there is an axis of life in every man, Melander's 

whirled where the rest of us have an ordinary tongue. Wennberg 

hesitated, then nodded as if the words wer~ a debt pa~d. 

Braaf lurched his way out of sight in the general direction 

of the tannery as the other two, Melander more angular than 

ever beside the wide Wennberg, strode to a building not far 

inside the stockade gate. The smithing shop transected the 

middle of the structure, and within its open arched doorway 

stood three big forges, like stabled iron creatures of some 

nature, aligned from the outside in. The outermost forge was 

Wennberg's. Melander scanned out into the parade ground 

from here where Wennberg stood by the hour at his work, 

wagged his head in rueful understanding of the view thus presented 

of all comings arrl goings and most particularly of Braaf's storage 

hulk, anl proff~red: uso?tt 

"You have plans to get away from this Russian bearpit, and 

I'm coming with you." 

"Are you?" 

"I am. Else you and Braaf and Karlsson will be hung from 

the top of the stockade for the magpies to feast on." 



to feed on without 

goi~ to that• What makes you think we' re kissing goodbye to New 

Melander. I've watched your trained 

11B.raat is bis own mn." 

11 Bra.af is operated by your ~ jabber. t>o is that stiff-cock 

Karlsson." 

"Such powers I seem tD have. You 111 want to watch out I 

don't comrrand your sidewhiskers to turn into louse nests ... 

11You would j l 1 talk as long as there is day, Melander. 

It's ti.me we barter. My silence for your plan." 

"Silence I don't much believe in. But school me: why 

are you interested in notions of fleei~ from he re?" 
cous:i..n to 

Because I am sick of life under these 

Russians. Because there are wider places of the world than this 

stockade.'' Grudgingly: 11 Because if anyore here is slyboots enaigh 

to escape, it 1 s likely you • n 

"Flattering • n 

uWhich doesn't mean I wouldn't happily see 

rtagpie food, if that's your choice. Decide.tt 

Melander ll3 ld Wennberg' s gaze in a 

the serious smile • 

k with his own, then gave 

uFirst you preach to poor Braaf of too much weight, now you keep 

cautioning me of too much height. Wennberg, I think you nnybe 

underestimate hew far a man can stretch himself if he has to. Can 

you handle a 61yoquot paddle?u 



gaze in a lock wi-th his own, then -

gave the serious smile. 

"First you speak of too much weight, then of too muuh height. 

Wennberg, I think you maybe underestimate how far a man can 

i-f: e h €an you h:.:indle a ClyG-quot paddle?" 

Melander spent considerable talking to convince Braaf and 

Karlsson that the best choice was to bring Wennberg into the 

plan. Braaf volunteered to kill the blacksmith, if someone 

would tell him how it might be done 1f Melander agreed it was 

an understandable ambition, but no. He had thought it through, 

and the death of a valued smith such as Wennberg, especially 

when the killing would have to be done here within the fort, 

would breed more questions than it was worth. "Besides, he 

is a hill bull for strength. We can use him." 

Karlsson squinted in thought, then said that what galle~ 

him was to be at Wennberg's mercy. What if Wennherg took 

it into his narrow bull mind to betray them to the Russians 

for a reward? 

Aye, Melander concurred, that was the very problem to be 

grappled. "We shall have to set a snare for Mister Blacksmith •• 



v 

the four of them met • . Karlsson openly 

Their newcomer was both hefty and wide, like -

a cut of very broad plank. An unexpectedness atop ~is girth 

was the fluffy set of sideburns-~ligh~ brown,- as against the 

blondness of the other three Swedes--which framed his face all 

the way down to where his jaw joined his neck. Except for young 

dandies among the Russian officers no one else of New Archangel 

sported such feathery side-whiskers, but then itcould be 

asstnned that no one either was going to invoke foppery against 

this walking slab of brawn. A time or two the blacksmith had 
u 

re-edged an axe for Karlsson, but Karlsson 

him than those spaced hammerblows onto red metal. He found it 

interesting that the man was amounting to so much more than arm. 

~s much scrutiny as he got. 

Braaf 's gaze now floated steadily along three foreheads 

instead of two. 

"We have .a thing to tell you, Wennberg," Melander .began. 

"Since you're new to our midst, we can't really know whether 

your fondest wish is to go with us from here or to sell us to 

the Russians as runaways. If you've had any waverings, it'll be 

a relief to you to know we've made up your mind for you. There's 

no profit whatsoever for you to go to the Russians." 

Challenge of this sort was not what Wennberg had been 

expecting, and he retorted hotly. "Your tongue is bigger than 



your brain, Melander. It's not for you to ·tell me who stands 

where.. .Don't forg~t that I can walk out of here and -show the 

had Braaf stashing things 

these months." 

"But Wennberg, heart's friend, there's nothing there," 

Melander said with such politeness it seemed almost an apology. 

"Since you've invited yourself along with us we thought we'd 

get ourselves a new hidey-hole. Braaf is ood at finding such 

places. You'll know where the new cache is when we load the 

canoe, and not the minute before. So trot to the Russians 

whenever you feel like it, but you'll have nothing to show 

them. II 

"Except mouse turds." This unexpectedly from Braaf, who 

still was scanning above the other three. Wennberg shot him 

a 

"Yes, except mouse turds," Melander chuckled. "And even 

the Russians might find it hard to believe that we've ·been busy 
treasure of s uch s or to 

me-us..a--ai~l.a1~~yne~.r-1No, Wennberg, it's you against 

the three of us, and we'll see who the Russians choose to 

believe. Our souls are clean, so far as they know. You 

wouldn't be the first one here to be thought off his head, or 

a maker of mischief for some other reason." Melander paused, 

then said in his know-all fashion: "You play a hand of cards 

now and again, don't you, Wennberg? I suggest you have a second 

look before you wager." 



. -. 

At this Wennberg began to flare again, but Melander beat 

him to speech once more. 

"Be careful of your words , Wennberg . If you're coming with us, 

we have much time a head t ogether and don't need the burden of bad 

feelings. If you're going to the Russians, you don't want your 

last words to weigh wrongly on your soul;o" 

Wennberg stared a t Melander as if the lanky seaman had j ust 

changed skin color before . his eyes. Then he swung his heavy look 

to Braaf, at last and lo.ngest to Karlsson. 

"You set of squareheads may be better at this than I thought," 

Wennberg rumbled finally. "I am with you. 

, 'how we are to run on the sea. " 

could come up with only 

Melander had finished. 

of his mind as he woul d, Wennberg 

splatter of questions when 

"Why all this fuss with old Bilibin? Why not just cut his 

stupid throat when Ye're ready?" 

"Because if we kill one of his men, Rosenberg will have to 

have his people chase us. If we leave Bilibin alive, Rosenberg 

will take it out on him." 

"What of muskets? How many can Braaf lay his dainty hands on?" 

Melander replied that they had the advantage of two ready at 

hand; Karlsson's long-barreled . 69 calibre hunting rifle, and 

the military musket which would be plucked from Bilibin. Then 

J 



on the night of the escape, Melander continued, Braaf would 

gather them a few more. "Six, to be exact." 

Braaf blinked rapidly at this and Karlsson looked mildly 

surprised, but it was Wennberg who blurted~ "Great good God, 
iUl1S 

Melander, eight & altogether? We're going in a canoe, 

not a man-of-war!" 

"Ca:i you name me a better cargo, Wenaberg? Do you think the 

ravens are going to feed us on this journey, and the bears 

will guard us with their kind teeth? We don't know what we'll 

face, but I want ball and powder to face it with. If you wish 

to come along naked, so b~ it." 

Wennberg grumbled, then offered that if Melander was so 

fixed on muskets, he was willing to help out. A sentry's musket 

had been sent into the smith shop for a new buttplate. He 

could hold it back by saying he hadn't got around to affixing the 
t 

Melander congratulated him gravely on entering the spirit of 

their enterprise. "There, Braaf, he's made you amends. 

'~ c 
need to pluck only five l'Ml~&&t~ when the time is ready." ..., 

Braaf said nothing. 

You'll 

Karlsson too stayed unspeaking, but he had begun to have a 

feeling about Wennberg. There was something unreckonable, opposite 

from usual, about the blacksmith. as when the eyelid of a wood 

duck watching you closes casually from the bottom up. 
not done With 



UJuat where is our little magnet here, Braa.f, to pluck up these 

g\.UlS?tl 

11 You do harp on ore string, don't you, Wennberg?a But since you 
~ tJ..,_ nrloC~..il~VJ 

bring it up ••• 0 Melander turned his long head to Braa 

ure le. "Braaf, what or it? Where do you say the guns can be got on 

our night?" 

11 The officers 1 lodgings, n Braaf responded with entire matter-of'-

factness. "The gun room. 0 

Far the single time in all tl'l9 unfolding of the plan, Melani er 

blanched. Karlsson pulled ome at his thin nose. Wennberg grumped 

sardonically: "Next, Braa.i·, you 1ll want to go up to the Castle Russians 

and ask if we can have their tmderwear for warmth." 

Braaf shrugged. 11Sauerkraut is in the smelliest barrels, glllls 

are in a gun roon. 11 

Melander found voice, restrained Wennberg, chided Braa£, and 

the matter began to be argued out. It errerged that Braaf probably 

was right. That the small collection of rifles racked like fat 

d 
billiard cues within the gun room--on one of his invente errands 

which wafted him into all crannies of the settlement Braaf had spotted 

the weapons--and which wereJ111 used for shooting parties when the 

governor's retinue went downcoast to Ozherskoi l1iiiiiliii'ii?iiz 
Nw.r ~o.-h 

richest trove of firearms unguarded by sentries. 



But, as Wennberg suspiciously demanded, why unsentriedo •• ? 

"Because of the padlock on the door and the chain through tbe 

triggerguards?n Braaf suggested. 
:7: I ,,,, 

silenced even Wennberg :""At last, Karlsson spoke up. 

tqf "There's a second stick to this cross. The officers and Company man. 

They flow in and out of that pla. ce day and night. tt 

Mel.and er 

"Wennberg," murmured Braaf. 

nMister Blacksmlth!" Melander proclaimed. 

"You squarehead , sons of whores," Wennberg said unhappily. 

Now Melander disclosed to them the escape date. Christr.la.so 

The Russians would be celebrating and carousing and dancing their 

frequented their lodgings for card games and tippling am monotony-

breaking argument all would be at the governor's ik ball in Baranov' s 

I 
Castle, leaving the gun~room accessible. When the escapees absence 

was discovered, the Russians woUld not be eager to leave their warm 
what could 

festivities to chase them through the cold of Alaskan night. Moreover, )"' 

be more Karlsson to off er Bilibin a few extra 

holiday 

Confusion, alcohol, reluctance, all would be their allies for 

the escape, the tall leader concluded. The best possible guests 

for New Archangel Christmas. 

The waiting became a kind of ghost attaching itself to each 

of their lives, as if a man now cast two shadows and one somehow 

fell into his body instead of away. The outer man had to perform 



as ever--do his work, . eat, sleep, carry on barracks gabble--while 

inside, this sudden new shadow~creature, the one in wait, bided 

the days wholly in thought of the voyage ahead. 

Melander as he waited studied the Tebenkov maps ever more 

firmly into his mind. Before long, their south-descending 

coastal chain of islands could have been recited out of him like 

Old Testament genealogy • . New Archangel's island of Sitka (it is 

Barano on today's charts - of the splattered southeastern Alaska 

coastline) would beget Kuiu Island, Kuiu beget Kosciusko, 

Kosciusko Heceta and Heceta Suemez, south and south and south 

through watery geography and explorers' mother tongues until 

the eventual rivermouth port called Astoria. Perhaps because 

he had in him the seaman's way of letting the days take care of 

distance, sinply accepting that because there is more time than 

there is expanse of the world any journey at last will end, 

Melander tended to think of the eJteape in this stepping-stone 
' ' 

manner, rarely the totality of what he and the other three 

were undertaking. This made a loss to them all, for Melander 

alone of the four had traveled greatly enough on the planet 

to entirely understand the scope of their escape to grasp that 

their intended ten hundred miles of paddling stretched--wove, 

rather, through the island-thick wilderness coast--as far as the 

distance from Stockholm to Venice, or from Gibraltar across all 

the top of Africa to Sicily. Each mile of the thousand, too, 

-yr 

v 



.. 

along a cold northern brink of ocean which in winter is misnamed 

entirely: not pacific at all, but malign. His knowledge of 

water enwrapping the world, of its resistance to the 

intentions of man, he might have used to put a tempered -edge on 
in his silver .style of saying, 

the plan. To have said, "Listen. Things beyond all imagining 

may happen to us ••• " Yet--it may be necessity for those who 

choose vast risk--even Melander seemed not able to face the 

thought of all · the miles at once. Only those from island to 

island to island. 

In his waiting, Wennberg also spent long spells of calculation. 

Turning and turning - the question of whether to betray the escape. 

Certainty did not seem to be in the matter. If the Russians coul~ 

be relied upon to reward him, say grant an early return to Sweden; 

but it did not seem likely the Russians would forfeit a black-

smith so readily,whatever they promised. If he told of the plan 

but Melander convinced the Russians there was nothing to it, 

Wennberg would never after be safe in New Archangel; Karlsson and 

perhaps even that stealer of milk teeth Braaf would be a steady 

threat to his life. If he fled with the other three, into freedom; 

or perhaps into the bottom of this ocean like cats in a sack. If 

and perhaps; work at them as he would, Wennberg could make them 

do no more than somersault themselves into perhaps and if. Stanzas 

of 

point, go on to the next if it mis choed. But this, this damned 



- skitter of a matter .• • Wennberg did not at all ·have full faith 

in the prospects of Melander's -plan, but neither did -he see, 

now, any. clear path out of it. What Wennberg i~agined was 

going to be bis power over Melander and the -other two somehow, 

by some coil of the escape plan, was turning out to be their 

power over him~ 

-----
Karlsson waited with less edginess than the others. There 

always was about Karlsson a calm just short of chill. He 

possessed a close idea of his own capabilities, could gauge 

hjmself with some dispassion as to whether he was living up 

to them, and had not much interest in people who lacked either 

capability or gauge. Karlsson went through life in the manner 

of a man in wait. This patience of all 

virtue. It kept him in situations when Wennberg would have 

crashed out or Braaf wriggled out, and indeed it had deposited 

him, without over-ample decision or debate, into Alaska. 

Karlsson was a particle of the Swedish diaspora which began .in 

the 1840's, a roan uncoupled from his family's farm by a surplus 

of brothers and absence of opportunity. The two brothers younger 

than Karlsson caught America fever, put themselves into the 

emigrant stream aimed to the prairies beyond the Great Lakes 

at their suggestion that he come along, Karlsson said only: 

"I am no farm maker." His liking for time in the forest 

learned as heJ.~r to a gamekeeper on a nearby manor during his 

Skane boyhood , bent him toward Alaska even at the price of becoming 

a seven-year m:m . The occa&i.onal huntit€ forays out .from New 

Archangel he savored considerably 



and the work as an axman seemed to him an unobj ectionably 

crisp task, although he had been c~used to rethink tha~ a bii by 

Melander's josh that New Archangel's true -enterprise was the 

making of axes to cut down trees to turn into charcoalt which 

was then used to make more axes. All in all, Karlsson minded 

New Archangel life a good deal less than did any of the other 

three Swedes. What held Karlsson into the pattern of the escape 

was the plan itself. That question of capability, whether 

Melander's idea could be. made real, could transport men so far 

along the wild coast. There was also the musing to be done 

about how -he himself would perform. For one thing, Karlsson 

wondered whether sometime during the escape he would have to 

kill Wennberg. And for another, whether he could manage to 

kil.1 him. 

The hardest wait among them was Braaf 's . Melander 

forbidde~ him from stealing until the final flurry of muskets 

and food on the date of the escape. To keep his hands busy 

Braaf up carving. After his first effort, a copying 

of a madonna in the Russian cathedral who emerged from Braaf 's 

fingers somehow looking simultaneously ournful and sly, 

Melander suggested, "Carve us a little figurehead for the journey, 

Braaf. A lady for luck." It had been Wennberg who added, 

"Where we're going, better make her a mermaid," and so Braaf did. 



Night, the sixth ·of J anuar y, 1853. By Rus~ian Orthodox 

custom, _ the night of Christmas. 

Karlsson staggered from the Kolash vil lage to the outside 

of the stockade gate, bounced hard against it, propped himself 

and threw back his head. 

HOURRR," he bawled. 
I/ 

"Shush! Christ save us, man, you'll have 

here," Bilibin called urgently, hustled from 
" 

ing him from the rain, and hurriedly cracked the gate. "Quick, 

in, in ••• " 

From the dark beside the blacksmith shop Melander watched 

too high gate wink grayly open, then close . Two man- shapes bobbed 

together, Karlsson's slurred mutter and Bilibin's guffaw were heard. 

Melander swiveled his head toward the end of the smithing shop 

farthest from the gate and spoke: "Now." A piece of the darkness--

its name was Braaf-- disengaged itself and instantly was vanished 

around the corner. 

For three hundred yards across New Archangel Melander 

strode rapidly, then halted outside the workers' barracks and 

drew deep breaths~Entering the barracks, he clattered the door 

shut behind him, began to shrug out of his rainshirt, mumbled 

something about having forgot his gloves in the toilet, and 

was gone out the door J gain f//A person attentively watching the 

arrival and departure of Melander would have had time to blink 



I 

perhaps three timas. 

Wennberg had been idly stroppi~ a l<ni.f e as he spectated the card 

game being played by three carpen tars and a sailmaker. Now he grunted 

that he too was off to mount the throne of Denmark, if the Russians 

allowed i:ants to be dropped on such a holy night, and to the chuckles 

of the card players pulled on his rainshirt am stepped into the dark 

beside Melander. 

The pair of t hem, tree and s t ump somehow endowed wi t h 

moved with no word thro ugh the minutes, 

Apprehension rode them both. Apprehensions, rather, for 

their anxieties were as different as the men. 

Late-going Russians yet within the officers' lodgingsouclatter 

within the gun room heard by a sentry · the eastmost blockhouse .. 
0 

Melarrl er' s months of pl.a nning na.J' -t'~ r- cL 

on such chances, and the fret of it all moved with him in the 

dark. 

Wennberg's perturbance was with h i mself. Until he stood up 

from beside the card-players in the barracks he had not been 

certain he would go through with the escape. How came it that 

now he was traipsing i nto dlsaster beside Melander? 

Abruptly a barrier of building 

Wennberg hesitated before the officers' 

As Melander and 



~I 

shadow joined them, thrust into Wetmberg 's hands a heavy sharp-

pointed pry bar a.n:i into Melarrl er' s a pair of long-handled sni thing 

snippers, and muttered: "This way." 

In the dark an:i rain Melander and Wennberg stood rooted for a 

moment, as though the cold feel of metal conferred on them by Braaf 

would vanish if they so much as twitchedo 

"00100 on, you pair of ltmtps. n 

The door of too gun room stood like the lid of a colossal 

strongbox tipped on eni o Heavy binges ani hasp, a corner-to-corner 

X of strap iron to thwart notions of choppirg in, a padlock the size 

of a big man's fist. 

"Stick ip your thing,• Wennberg,n Braa.f said urder his breath. 

"Don't be bashful, the padlock won 1t giggle." 

Wennberg pulled from his breeches a queer piece of metalwork 

about as long as a serving spoono At its small end the device was 

shaped like a thick skeleton key. At the other, it flared into a 

fat doughnut of metal, like the eye of a sizable ringbolt. It was 

\ of solid iron, and had taken Wennberg great time to forge in secret. 

The blacksmith inserted tne key-like en:i into the keyhole of the 

padlock; shafted the sharp point of the pry bar through the doughnut-

em; moved his thick hands '00 the outer end of the pry bar for all 

possible leverage; and strained downwardo 

The lockwork inside the padlock rrade a sing le sharp els.ck, 

and Braaf reacted q ' )juk quickly to lift away the sprung locko 

~ 
0 Goo:l joo • r rw of work, n congratuJ..aood Melander. "Now one 

more. u He handed Wennberg the snipperso 



With tw'o exertions on the long harrlles of the snippers, tempered 

jaws crusned through filigreed netal, Wennberg had cut away too 
the gun 

triggerguard of the first rifle, and Braaf plucke and handed 

it to l"ielander. 

Four more rif'les clipped rapidly in the same fashion, the rren 

exited the officers' lodgings, hefted their new armory, and set off 

stockade gateo 

The noise exploded atop them then. 

PALONG ! PALONG ! 

Braaf was four running strides away from the frozen Melander 

and Wennberg before he, and they, realized--PALONG! PALONG!--

how cathedral bells resound to those who sneak through the streets 

at night. 

"Your Russian is found of bells," a visitor who departed 
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New Archangel with ringing ears once noted down, and the 

sweet-sad holiday peals from the belfry of the cathedral followed 

the tall f i.gure and the shorter two across the settlement toward 

the stockade gate. A few feet from the sentry lean-to the trio 

paused, and Melander called in huskily: "Karlsson." 

A figure loomed out in sentry cap with a musket at quarter 

arms. This time Wennberg's nerve-ends ignited firs~: the 

blacksmith rumbled a curse and grabbed for the knife inside his 

rainshirt. 

The figure chided in Karlsson's voice: "I thought I had 

better look the part. You don't find Bilibin's hat becoming on 

me, Wennberg?" 

"It's time," Melander said as if announcing tea. 

Karlsson eased the gate open just enough for them to slip 

through with the gW'lS. Minutes stretched, then the three were 

back from the canoe the blackness of the Kolosh village. 

"We're off to the cac~,tt whispered Melander. nstand ready 

with the gate.11 

v.I 

Fewer than .fifty paces later, Melander and Braaf stopped beside 

the blacksmith shop. 

uwha. t are we doing 

this hidey-hole of Bra 

"Here." 

"What?" 

Wennberg rumbled to Melander. "Where's 

"In the sill loft. Above your forge." The sill loft was a 



narrow platform, like a span of board cei]j.ng, laid across the center 

of the rai"liers of the smithing shop; wood to make winda11 sills and 

new wilding was put up. "On Gotlar:d, we say the darkest place is 

under the candlestick." 

"You pissants! If the Russians 'd looked up there they'd have 

hanged r~ 111 

"The thought 

Russians didn't look. Up too ladder, Braaf, and begin handing to 

us, aye?tt 

Melander stowed and stowed, to convey too trove which Braaf had 

accwnulated month upon month like a discriminating packrat. Then 

all at once Melaro er, alore, was back at the gate to say to Karlsson; 

"Ready. Come when you can.11 

Karlsson began to wait out a span of motionless time. The 

hammer chorale of the bells at last had ceased, and the all-but-

silence, just the 

behin:i bi.mo Karlsson decided it was best 



pan motio.a!.ess tim 

hanun~r chorale of the bells at_ ast had ceased, and the all-but-

~ft rainsoun , was worse. Yet Karlsson man d 

keep busy within himself, saying and resaying the words. 

Then the words, as if in chorus to his silent recitings of 

~le 
them, am out of the dark to him, in call down from the block-

"' 
house on the hump of ridge above the stockade gate. 

0 Eleventh hour, all quiet, God save our father the Tsar." 

Having been endlessly rehearsed by Melander, whose Russian 

was better than his own, Karlsson swallowed, cupped his hands to his 

mouth, and as close as he could raise his voice to Bilibin' s bray, 

cried back the watch call. 

Silence from the blockhouse. 

Karlsson cracked the gate for himself. 

"You're croaking like a raven down there tonight." Karlsson spun 

to the resumed voice from the blockhouse o tt Something got you by too 

throat?" 

the hootch jug with Bilibin. Then brayed once more: 

ttNothing fifteen drops won't cure." 

Fresh silence at the other guardpost . Deeper, 

to Karlssonci 

At last: 

"Swig fi:fteen more for me and make a start on my woes as well. 

Merry Christmas, Pavel Ivanovichln 

As if in mock of some dance step the Russians just then 

were gyrating through in the Castle, the Swedes' vast voyage 

southward started off witli sidestep to the west. 

Melander had shown Karlsson on the first uf the Tebenkov 



maps the pair of southgoing channels threaded like careful seams 

among the islands of Sitka Sound, and Karlsson had said: "At 

night? Probably in rain?' That nubbin of opinion pivoted the 

escapees to the third possible route, a veer around large 

Japonski Island directly acr0ss from the Kolosh village ~nd 

then outside the shoal of Sound islands. Such a loop was longer 

than the other channels and unsheltered from the ocean currents, 

but at least it was not a blindfolded plunge into the labyrinth 

of isles. 

It was, however, the inauguration for Braaf and Wennberg into 

paddling in untame waters. The canoe bucked, slid down nose 

first, rocked to one side, bucked again, slid again and rocked 

to the other side, a nautical jig new to the pai.r of them, and 

a horrifying one in the wet dark. Their paddling efforts were 

stabs into the sloshing turmoil below them until Karlsson, in 

the bow of the canoe and feeling the splutters of attempt 

occurring behind him, . directed over his slwulder: "Spread your 

hands wide as you can on the paddle and stroke only when I 

say. Now--now--now--now--now-- 11 

This contrived tick and tock, Karlsson's nows and the 

breath-space between, advanced them through the blackness until 

Melander spoke from the stern of the canoe. 

"Wait, bring us broadside a moment, Karlsson. We've at 

;x least earned a last look." 

As the canoe swayed around, the other three saw what he 

meant. Back through one of the channel-canyons amid the 

<-( 3 



islands wide box of lights sat in the air. 

Baranov's Castle, every window lamp-lit for this night of 

Christmas merriment, sent outward through the black and the 

rain their final glittering glimpse of New Archangel. 

Hours later, near-eternities later to the numbed arms of 

Melander and Braaf and Wennberg, darkness thinned toward dawn's 

gray. 

Karlsson, glancing back to judge the stamina le.ft in 

too other three, was the first to see the slim arc of canoe, like 

a middle-distance re£lection of their avn craft, closing the distance 

behirrl 1hem. 

"You bastard, Melander." This was Wennberg. "'The Russians 

won't follow us, ' ay?" 

"They haven't," Melander retorted. "Those are Kolosh. We'll 

see how eager they are to die. Braaf, load those fancy rifles 

of yours, then pass Karlsson his hunting gun." 

The Kolosh chieftain in the chasing canoe counted carefully 

Braaf worked at the loading, and did not like how the numbers 

added and added. ThP- half-drunk Russian officer who had roused 

the Kolosh crew told them the escaping men were only three--

Braaf at first had not been missed, his whereabouts as usual the 

most obscure Tiatter this side oi ghostcraf t--but plainly there were 

four of the whitehairs, they possessed at least two muskets apiece, 

and this one doing the loading was rapid at his task. Against the 

four and their evident armory the Kolosh chieftain had his six 

• I :f u.Y ' . 



paddlers and himself, with but three muskets and some spears. 

"Fools they are, you'll skewer them like ~ish in a barrel," the 

Russian officer had said. "If they haven't drowned themselves 

first." But fools these men ahead now did not noticeably seem 

to be. - They had paddled far, they seemed prepared to fight, and 

they held the total of muskets in their favor. Much tobacco and 

molasses had been promised by the angry Russian, but was it worth 

the battle these whitehairs might put up? Once wondering starts 

there is no cure, and the leader of the Kolosh 

to wonder. 

had .begun 

As the chieftain sought to balance it all in his mind, muskets 

and molasses and Russians and tobacco and four steady-armed 

whitehairs instead of three exhausted cowardly ones, and the 

exertion of his crew shortened the water between the canoes, 

the craft in front suddenly swung broadside, the figure in its bow 

"'~ leveling a rifle as the canoe came around. 

Startled, for the range was greater than they themselves 

would expend shots across, the Kolosh paddlers ducked and 

grappled for their own few muskets, but the chieftain sat steady 

and watched. If this was his moment to die, he owed the instant 

all the attention within his being. 

Smoke puffed fro~ the rifle of the slender whitehair, and 

splinters sprayed from the high curve of the stern behind the 

chieftain at the level of his chest. The chieftain knew, as 

only one man of combat can see into the power of another, what 



Karlsson had done. The whitehair had touched across phenomenal 

distance to the chieftain's life, plucked it up easily as a 

kitten, then let it fall back into place. 

Rattled by the turnabout of men who were supposed to be 

desperately fleeing them, the Kolosh crew tried to yank their 

rifles into place, the canoe rocking with their confusion. 

The chieftain still watched ahead. He knew himself to be 

twice the watcher here, the one intent on the rifleman across 

the water and the other in gaze to himself at this unexpected . 

point between existences. The slender whitehair lifted another 

rifle--the other three steadily aiming their weapons but not 

firing--and swung it into place, once more on a line through 

the air to the Kolosh leader. This time the chieftain could 

see in the manner of the aiming man that he would claim from 

his watcher the existence called life. 

The decision was spoken by the chieftain's mouth before his 

mind entirely knew of the words. 

The K.olosh paddlers slid their muskets into the bottom 

of their canoe. 

In the other canoe, the slender man set aside his rifle; 

so did the big whitehair in the stern. The Kolosh watched silently 

as the pair of them then powerfully paddled the canoe away while 

the other two kept their rifles pointed. 

"Let the sea eat them," the chieftain said. 



l: ~; 
I 

Shortly before noon, Naval Captain of Second Rank Nikolai 

Yakovlevich Rosenberg, governor of Russian America, pinched hard 

at the bridge of his nose in hope of alleviating the aftereffect 

of the previous night's festivities, decided that no remedy 

known to man could staunch such aches as were within his forehead, 

sighed, and instructed his secretary to send in the Lutheran 

pastor. 

The pastor, a Finn from Saarijarvi who was considered some-

thing of a clodhopper not only by the Russian officers but the 

Stockholm contingent of Swedes, dolefully had been anticipating 

his call into the governor's chamber. By breakfast every tongue 

in New Archangel knew of the escape, the doubled number of 

sentries along the stockade catwalk retold the news, and the 

sidelong glances every Russian was casting at every Swede and 

Finn this morning bespoke most eloquently of all. The pastor's 

hesitant entrance into the governor's presence gathered under 

one ceiling two of the three unhappiest men in New Archangel. 

The third was named Bilibin. 

"Excellency." 

"Pastor. As you may have heard, our citizenry is fewer 

by four this morning." 

"I did happen to hear the, ah, rumor." 

"Yes. Oblige me, if you will: Were these men"--Rosenberg 

glanced at the list of four names his secretary had initiated 

this blighted day with, and read them aloud--"parishioners of 

yours?" 
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The pastor cleared his throat. "Wennberg was. Formerly, I 

mean to say." 

"Formerly? Oblige me further." 

The pastor housecleaned in his vocal box some more, then 

ventured into history. "Wennberg was in the group of artisans 

who came here with Governor Etholin--was it ten, twelve years 

ago? When I myself arrived to succeed Pastor Cygnaeus, Wennberg 

was a member of the congregation. Soon after that, he married a 

Kolosh woman, and soon after that, the woman died. Croup, I 

believe." 

The pastor paused to sort his words with some care here. 

''When I sought to console ,him, Wennberg cursed me. He also 

cursed--God. Since then he has fallen, if I may say so, into 

harmful ways." 

Rosenberg pinched the area between his eyes again and asked: 

"Drink, do you mean?" 

"ActU:ally, no. He, ah, gambled." 

At this, the governor pursed his lips and looked quizzically 

at the pastor, who himself was known at the officers' club as a 

devout plunger at the card table. The pastor hurried on: 

"Wennberg, you see, is--was--long past his seven years of 

service here, his gambling debts have kept him on. He has become, 

may God grant that he see his erring way, a man destroying himself. 

Sullen, unpredictable. If you would like my opinion, he is capable 

of destroying others as well." 



Rosenberg rose, crossed to a window, leaned his forehead 

against the glass coolness, and stared out at the clouded coast­

line south across Sitka Sound. Worthless to send the Nicholas to 

alert Ozherskoi; if the damnable Swedes could paddle at all they 

would be past Ozherskoi by now. Nor could the steamship hunt 

down a canoe wh~ch would hide among the coves and islands of this 

coast like a mouse in a stable. The single piece of luck Rosenberg 

found in the situation was that his request to be relieved of 

his governorship--"ill health ••• family reasons": in truth, a _ 

sufficiency of New Archangel--months ago had been dispatched to 

Russia, and the insight arrived to him now that with a resourceful 

bit of delay, this matter of the runaway Swedes could slide 

out of sight into the paperwork his successor would inherit. 

For his part, Rosenberg wo~ld reap one further anecdote with 

which to regale dinner parties in St. Petersburg. 

"Three fools and a lunatic in a Kolosh canoe," he intoned 

against the window pane as if practicing. 

Then, realizing he had rehearsed aloud, the governor added 

without turning: "That will be all, Pastor. If you know a 

prayer for the souls of fools and lunatics, you perhaps might 

go say it." 

"Excellency." 

That evening, some forty miles downcoast from New Archangel 

and a secure twenty beyond the Ozherskoi outpost, the four 

canoeists pulled ashore behind a small headland, in a cove snug 

as a mountainside tarn. Weariness weighted every snallest move as 

they tried to uncramp their legs. Then Melander creakily leaned to 

Braaf' and whispered. 

L 
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nodded and ran a hand into the supplies 

stowed within the canoe. When his hand came up, it held a small 

jug. 

"Karlsson, forgive us that it isn't hootchina, but rum from 

the officers' club was the best Braaf could manage under the 

circumstances." As he spoke Melan<ler's long face was centered 

with a colossal grin, which now began to repeat itself on 

Karlsson and even Wennberg ~ "We think it may do well encugh 

for a toast to our first day of journey even so,'' Melander purred 

on. "Braaf, would you care to sip first?" 

Melander, like the others, expected Braaf merely to swig and 

pass along. Instead Braaf stood looking at the jug in his hands 

and murmured: "Let me remember a moment ••• Yes, I know ••• " 

He lifted his glance to the other three, sent it on above their 

heads and recited: 

'"May you live forever aud I never die.'" 

Theu·he drank deep. 

!lJ 
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