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FORT ROSS AND Til F. RUSSIANS . 

TI~ADITIO NS and ivy arc saicl to grow 
well in but one place on the Atlantic 
seaboard of this country, at Ne wport. 
On the West Coast it is quite as diffi 
cult to find the combination . Fort 
Ross alone seems to fill it well. Even 
there the ivy is not very abuncl ant, 
though it covers the side of the ol d 
hote l, and creeps into one of the bed
rooms 11nd festoons its mantelpiece . 
Bi.1t tht' traditions arc abundant eno11gh. 
All around are evidences of a hi story 
that had its close half a century ago. 
All th e people have stories to tell of 
the ancient clays. There is even a 
"haunted chamber," where the ghosts 
of the past walk at ni ght. The smallest 
toddler of the group of children there, 
a little fellow of only three years, will 
pick up one of th e rusty hand-wrought 
spikes of curious shape that are part of 
the soi l in pbces, and tell you that 
"the 'Ooshians made that." Of course 
traditions that had their source all with
in the nineteenth century are not ven
erable by any but Californian standards, 
yet they nevertheless impress the visitor 
of today as venerable. 

The bastions of the old fort are f::lst 
falling to decay. The roof of one is 
gone, and of the other will hardly stand 
more than two or three winters more. 
Even the solid redwood logs of the 
structure itself are rotted so that a cane A R l"S!:HAN MA.DONN .-\. 
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2 Fort Ross and t!te 1\unians. lJuly, 

may be thrust into their substance 
wherever it is sapwood, though the 
heartwood still is sound. Thus the bas
tions bow a little more each year to the 
southward, whe~e the fierce gales sweep 
in from the ocean, and by-and-by will 
fall. And well they may; for they have 
overreached their three score years 
and ten, which is pretty well for wood
en buildings that, so far as appears, 
never had a touch of paint. 

But these are the chief marks still 
left of a settlement that might have 
had far-reaching effects on California's 

ku th lk:o kc r 

cisco, and their familiar system of th e 
mission and th e presidio, with its re 
sulting pueblo, was in more or less 
prosperous workin g from Baja Cali
fornia to San Francisco. They knew 
that Russian settlements had been 
made in the extreme North,-that Hud
son Bay men and the r epresentatives of 
the new and aggressive American R e
public were growing unpleasantly nu
merous on their coa?ts and northern 
boundaries, and strict laws were made 
to enforce Spain's well-kn ow n colonial 
policy, forbidding trade and intercourse 

A HIT O!i TH H ( ~U l.C..:H H. O i\IJ NHAH. l "U E F OI< T . 

history. On this spot for thirty years 
the Russian,; kept up the best garri
soned, best armed, and strongest for
tress in California. 

A sli ght sk etch of the hi story of the 
settleme nt (drawn chiefly from Hittell 
and Bancroft as authoriti es, with addi
tion of some remi niscences of General 
John Bidwell) will be necessary to make 
the description of it as it is now best 
understood. 

The Spaniards by th e opening of the 
present century had possession of all of 
California as far north as San Fran-

with foreign vessels, except such suc
cor in Jistress as humanity demanded. 

Hut the En glish, Ru ssians, and 
Americans, were not eas ily kept at arm's 
length, especially th e last two. The 
Yankee traders were ubiquitous in th eir 
hanJy vessels, and wherever there were 
furs to be taken the Russians we re 
bou nd to go. But that r.neant far down 
the coast, for th e valuable sea otter in 
those days was foun d in large numbers 
in San Francisco Bay and yet farther 
south, while many fur seals were t aken 
on the Farallones. 
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TH P. NOf.lTII Hr\STTOS. 

Ever since 1741 when Hering dis
covered the coast, Russ ian attention 
had been given to Northwest America, 
and by 1745 permanent settlements had 
been made there. These settlements 
were frequently hos tile to each other 
and tn new arrivals, and . were also 

1\. 
I -=--
!. '/.• J• . 

. ·!ifll; 

Hel~u f. Smith 

engaged many times in wars of exter
mination with the natives, but by 1785 
they had begun to consolidate, and in 
1799 had been formed the great Im
perial Russian-American Fur Company 
that was to rule until Russia gave'lup 
all claims on American soil in 1868. 

THF. OLO C HAPEl ... 
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ALH.t:'ffA.S UlOAR~AS, OONAl.A.SK.A. 

The Czar and others of the royal fam ily 
were interested in this company. Yet 
.it was strictly a commercial enterprise, 
and the hold it got on its territories, 
however ext ensive and permanent, had 
but little of political significance and 
was readily relinquished for commercial 
reasons. Politica supremacy in Amer
ica was no part of the famou s policy of 
Peter the Great . This, it seems to me, 
must be borne in mind, to understand 
ti;le whole course of Russian dealings 
in America,-at Fort Ross included. 

But Yankee enterprise was needed to 

point out the southern way to Baranof 
in his Sitka castle. In 1803 one Captain 
O'Cain arrived at Sitka, and bargained 
with th e company to take a party of their 
Kodiak otter hunters and their bidarkas 
to southern waters, there to hunt for 
furs on shares. This trip proved suc
cessful, and simiLtr trips were made by 
a ves~el or two each year until 18 15. 
These bidarkas were skin boats,:com
monly holding only one man, as those 
shown in th e ske tch, but made also 
with two openings ; and still larger craft 
bore the same name, for Payeras tell s 

---....-·~~..,;;__ -------- - - --&..: _ - --

fi <=J <:U J. ~III i th , otl!\;r ~~ dlh l ruuo ll uh~Ht l : lil )' 

}o'OHT K U SS I N t t>.!H 1 1.00.-:tNG WE~T. 

18\:13 .] 

how he and the 
missionado, Can 
later rowed fro1 
bidarka. ltisar 
ever, th at the gc 
nam e, for he \~ 

boats and was · 
trip. At any r 
oarsmen. The , 
ably done in the 

But the Sitk ;; 
sort to allow m< 
do for them wl 

s~:h cs, an d tlH: 
Cltanll wrl:t in I\ 
Cll iII ll:iufJ, l"t.: It: I 
tlt lt l \ "l". h;td Jl! 
Jl""scss i .. n of t t 
ThL'y kn ,~w t l• 
Spaniard:-., w ;h 

b k, atHI s<l ;t ht• 
In 11'\uS Ivan 

tenant , st;t rkd 
of ldb~.: t \'aliutt, ; 
an chnr in lind• 
a s~.:cond voya~ 

plo ratiotts o l' tE 



. ~-r. ~ · 

:: , .· ;.1'. 

,-r 11 wJ.y to Badnof 
1 n 1 Xo3 one Captain 
.itka. and !Jargaincd 
t:lk• · <part y of their 

I s ;, ;heir bida rkas 
. tl~·c to hunt for 
ilis trip proved ~uc -

tri ps were m:tck by 
:: h year until 181 5· 
·re skin boats,:cmn
Y onl' man. as those 
·rr h. but made al so 
; :wd :-;till larger craft 
ne. for l'ayeras ·tells 

~~; 
·~u· · . - . · ~ . 

~~.~~ 
, _ ··~ - ..... 

~ I• ' • 

18V3.J fort Ross and the Russians. 

how he and the Imperial Mexican Com· 
missionaclo, Canonigo Fernandez, were 
later rowed from Ross to Bodega in a 
bidarka. It is a possible conjecture, how
ever, that the good prelate mistook the 
name, for he was not much used to 
boats and was wo[ully seasick on this 
trip. At any rate, that carried fifteen 
oarsmen. The otter hunting was proh
ably done in the smaller boats. 

But the Sitb people were not of the 
sort to allow men of another nation to 
do for them what they could do them-

Ru th Hc..: ker 

and was specially pleased with a spot 
about twenty miles up the coast from 
Bodega Bay, where a little open plateau 
of good soil overlooked the sea, cut off 
from the surrounding conntry in sev
eral directions by deep gulches, so that 
it was easy of defense. Moreover, it 
had pasturage, timber, running water, 
and what its inhabitants to this dav 
claim is" the best climate on the Coast." 
To this place, thenceforth to be called 
Fort Ross, he acquired a semblance of 
title for his company by purchase from 

S OUTH Rr\ST SALLY PORT. 

selves, and the visit of the Imperial 
Chamberlain Resanoff to San Francis
co in 1806, celebrated for its tragic tale 
of love, had put them still further in 
possession of the facts of the situation. 
They knew that the reserve of the 
Spaniards, was not absolutely impregna
ble, and so a bold move was undertaken. 

In 1808 Ivan Kuskof, Baranof's lieu
tenant, started on a preliminary voyage 
Df observation,and early in 1809 dropped 
anchor in Bodega Bay. Then, and on 
a second voyage in 1811, he made ex
plorations of the neigh boring territory, 

the Indians, paying, according to Ban
croft's citation from P ayeras, stout old 
prefect of missions, who was grieved 
and scandalized at this occupation of 
Spanish soil by foreign heretics, "three 
blankets, three pairs of breeches, two 
axes, three hoes, and some beads." 

The actual settlement was made in 
r8rz, when Kuskof arrived on the Chir
ikof with ninety-five Russians, and forty 
bidarkas :with two Aleuts to man each 
bidarka. They arrived in March or 
April, and by September had the fort 
and village completed. 
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6 .Fort Ross and tlte Russians. [July, 

The motive of the Russians in mak
ing the settlement, beside the fur-tak
ing already mentioned, was to provide 
a base of supplies for the Sitka colony. 
I quote a paragraph from an article in 
the San Francisco Times, of J an. 16, 
186<), by Father Agapius Honcharenko, 
a Russian refugee in California, who in 
his "Little Ukrainia" settlement, near 

Haywards, has given Russian rn<ttters 
much attention. 

One of the gr<:: a te~t troublts of lla"inuf \HLS 

keeping the: colonie~ supplied with sub.isten c<::, and 
the actual necessities of life. , The c.unnections of 
the colonies with Russia were from th e li r>t thwugh 
Sil,eria. l'requent shipwrecks matle these connec
tions irregular, and p laced the colonies in a critical 
position. To insure all of the a1 tides of tir:n neces
sity, and from the difficulty of rai.ing bread.tufT, on 
the islands, lla r(tOo( usctl all possible means to secure 
firm connections with • Ma nilla, the Philip pine Is
lands, the Sandwich Island>, ant! at last wit h Cali
fornia; where he :~nd Kuskof e:;tahlished a colony 
in the ter ritory belonging to the Spanish govern
me nt. This was carted Fort !Zoss. The stream 

running through a ce• la in portion of the lan<l occu
pied is to this day known by the name of l{ussian 
River. 

Favoring the Russian plans also was 
th e conditi on of the Spanish colonies 
the·n, arid for the ten or twelve years 
foll owing the settlement, and the gen
eral upheaYal in Europe and on th e 
eastern shores of America. In this same 

year of Il:ii2 Legan the revolts that 
were not to ceast: till Spain's dominion 
on the contint:nt of America was en
tirely ove rthrown. The California set 
tlements wen.: not actively engaged in 
any of these hostiliti es, but as a result 
of th em the supply ships failed to ar
rive, and tht: Spanish troops at the prt:
sitlios were unpaid, ancl had to dcp::nd 
on tb e products of the mission indus
tr ies, dealt out to them rather grmlg
ingly by the fri ~trs. In this way they 
were in no condition to undertake to 
dislodgt: these intrlllkrs on Spanish soil, 

./ 
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however firmly their governors might 
be convinced th:tt Ross was in Cali[or
nia, which they claimed extended to the 
Straits of Fuca, while the Russians then 
or aft e rward in thc controversi es were 
apt to claim that the Sp~nish title, 
based on the discovery by Columbus, 
extend ed no farther north than San 
Francisco, the bounds of actual occupa 
tion, and the territory north of that was 
unocc upied land under the general title 
of New Albion, given it by Drake. 

And there was still another reaso n 
for friendliness between Russian and 
Spaniard,- each had what the other 
eagerly desired. The Russians wanted 
the Californian wheat and furs, and had 
to exchange for them many articles of 
wood, iron, and leather, made by th eir 
mechanics at Sitka and Ross, that the 
Spanish could not get from th e dis
turbed mother country, and were far too 
easy-going to make for th emselves. 
The bells in certain mi ss ion churches 
were cast at Sitka, and th e Russian 
wrought iron, bot h from Sitka and R oss, 
was much desired . \Vhen th e Al eutian 
bidarkas first came boldly int o San 
Francisco Bay, the authorities at the 

Presidio had not a single boat with 
which to pursue and bring to terms 
these daring poachers. The only re
source was to guard the springs, so that 
no fresh water could be obtained. Later 
se\·era} boats built at Ross were sold to 
the San Franciscans. Indeed, the ac
tivity of the Russians and those they 
rulecl seemed marvelous and unexplain
able to the Spaniards. 

Thus there were nearly every year 
several ships that came from Sitka and 
Ross to San Francisco, bringing mer
chandise and carrying away for the 
North cargoes of wheat; and this traffic, 
though entirely ill egal, and done against 
the formal protests ef the Spanish gov
ernors, was no whit the less profitable, 
especially in the early years of th e set
tlement. Later too, after the San Ra
fael settlement had been made, no little 
of this trade went on by land. 

Nearly every year some formal com 
plaint was· sent by the Spanish, and 
later by the Mexican, authorities, to the 
Russians, that th ey were occupying soil 
that did not belong to them, warn ing 
them to depart, demanding to know by 
what authority they did these things. 

. ~ 
! 
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To this Kuskof gave no satisfactory 
reply, feigning not to understand as long 
as he could, and when the "no sabee" 
ruse availed no longer, saying that he 
was but a subordinate, and but did as 
he was instructed; that they must go to 
Baranof. No better results followed an 
appeal to Sitka ;- for. · Barano£, in .. tum 
referred to the horne government at St. 
Petersburg, and so the farce was re-en· 
acted each year. The Spanish govern
or gravely reported these matters to 
the viceroy, with an estimate of the 
number of troops, infantry and artil
lery, necessary to dislodge the Russians, 
a number never forthcoming. It is 
amusing to read of this mild and almost 
kindly controversy, that interfered not 
at all with the trade and friendly inter
course here on this sequestered slope; 
while the mother countries of both 
these colonies, and all the civilized world 
beside, were engaged in the throes of 
the Napoleonic wars, the war of 1812, 

and the Spanish-American revolutions. 
And truly the task of trying to cap

ture Fort Ross was not an alluring one, 
-especially to the Spanish forces in 

·'.> 

Helen J. Sm ith 

California, where the comandante at the 
San Francisco Presidio had sometimes 
to send to an incoming foreign ship to 
borrow the powder before he could re
turn her salute. Its stout redwood logs 
would stop anything less than a cannon 
ball. _It was mounted with some forty 
guns when fully-armed, and there was 
beside an abundant supply of small 
arms. The discipline was always very 
strict. Sentinels guarded its sally port, 
and there were from two to four hun
dred men at the settlement, all more or 
less trained as soldiers. So the strong 
walls of Fort Ross gave it peace, and 
never faced civilized foe; though Alva
rado speaks of an easily repulsed at
tack by a Sotoyome chief, soon after 
its founding. Yet, most unaccountably, 
bullets havo.; been dug out of its tim
bers,-one of them is in the museum of 
the Society of California Pioneers at 
San Francisco,--and the proprietor of 
the hotel at Ro~s showed me a three
inch cannon ball, and assured me that 
it was cut out from the inner wall of 
one of the bastions, having passed en· 
tirely through the opposite wall. Pos-
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sibly these may have been fi red at the 
fort by the Russians themselves, in test
ing its strength, for there is no record 
that even a "pirate vessel warping 
down " ever took a shot at it. But the 
strength of the fort and its strict disci
pline had another purpose than to resist 
attack by the Spaniards, or the neigh
boring Indians, or any foreign foe. It 
was largely to keep internal peace. Be
side the governor and a few Russian 
officers, most of the inhabitants of Ross 
were Aleuts and Siberians, often con
victs. To keep these in awe required 
all of Kuskof's sternness. 

Kuskof, governor for the first nine 
years of the colony, is the man who, of 
all the Russians at Ross, has most fixed 
his personality in memory. The Span
iards called him "Pie de Palou," on ac
count of his wooden leg; and he seems 
to have been a doughty, irascible, but 
honest old fellow, who entertained well 
guests of high degree, astonishing them 
with the appliances of civilization in 
this wilderness, but who ruled those 
under him with an iron hand. 

The buildings of the fort, all of them 
constructed by him, are monuments to 
his executive ability and military ex
actness, though he was himself a mer
chant, and not a professional soldier. 
"Time was no object to those old Rus
sians," one of the present inhabitants 
told me, speaking of their handiwork. 
All the woodwork of the fort was made 
of hand-hewn logs and planks. An ax 
similar to a broadax was used· for both 
felling and hewing, and their skill with 

. it was wonderful. The logs of the bas
/ tions fit together at the corners, where 
! undecayed, so closely that a pen-knife 
( blade can hardlv be inserted between 
J them after all these years, and the sur
) . faces are still smooth. Great solidity 

marks all their work. The building that 
was the governor's house, now part of 
the hotel, has logs in its attic that I 
judged to be eighteen inches in diame
ter, and forty or fifty feet long. The 

VoL. xxii-2. · 

chimney and fireplace are made entire
ly of hewn granite slabs, finely sur
faced, and fitting together with great 
exactness. The metal work all over the 
place is still largely their hand-wrought 
iron. A good example of it is in the 
hinges of the old sally port, (p. 5,) still 
standing. 

There seems to be but one sketch ex
tant of the Fort Ross of early days, that 
drawn by Duhaut Cilly, a Frenchman, 
who spent three days at the fort in 1828. 
This he published in a book of his travels. 
A sketch from a copy of this plate I am 
able to give (p. 4) by the kindness of Mr. 
Call, who now owns the land on which 
the fort stands. The work itself is to 
be found in the Bancroft Library. 

Four ships, that is to say, schooners 
and brigs of 16o and 200 tons, were 
built at Ross, and at least one at Bodega, 
and this work, with the agricultural 
operations and all the trades carried on, 
made the place such a hive of industry 

·that it is no wonder the Spaniards were 
aston ished. And yet, strange to say, 
the venture as a whole proved unprofit
able after a few years. The ships did 
not compare well in durability with 
those made of more seasoned and bet
ter woods, there were years of crop fail
ure from the rust caused by the damp 
sea fogs. · The Yankee traders brought 
manufactured goods that undersold the 
products of the artisans at Fort Ross, 
and the fur-bearing animals were soon 
exterminated. In · addition to these 
things, the Mexican authorities contin
ually grew more jealous of foreigners, 
and though less jealous of the Russians 
than of English or Americans, still they 
came again and-again with their demand 
that the Russians evacuate their terri
tory. Now, it is not to be supposed 
that the Russians feared Mexico. It 
does not even appear that they ever 
really expected an att.ack, and they 
would hardly have been moved much if 
they had. Negotiations begun for the 
cession by Mexico of the territory were 
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rather hampered by the fact that Rus- spection of them casts little light on the 
sia had not then acknowledged Mexican matter, but the solidity of the work at 
independence. But the game was no Ross, and everywhere that the Russians 
longer worth the candle. and orders were went, seems to make it probable that 

they would not have occupied th e is
land twenty-eight years without leaving 
some traces. 

For more than a year negotiations 
were carried on with Vallejo at San 
Francisco, regarding the sale of the prop
erty; but the stubborn refusal of the 

FARAuoN Hou~R. Mexicans to consider the buildings, 
"built on their land with their timber," 

given to sell the property and abandon in fi xing the price made this bargaining 
Fort Ross. ' fruitless, and another purchaser was 

A long time before the final abandon- found in Captain Sutter. He had ar
ment it had been the custom to send rived in California in 1839, from the 
back to Sitka by each vessel some of Sandwich Islands, and had at once estab
the Kodiak huntsmen, who had been lished himself at New Helvetia (fore
thrown out of employment by the fail- runner of Sacramento), but had not yet 
ure of the otter and fur seal. There built the famous Sutter's Fort. It is 
had been maintained on the Farallones, quite possible that he had his own fort 
:~.11 through the time that Fort Ross was in mind in this purchase, for he used 
occupied, a station of Aleuts under a the guns to arm it. One of them, a brass 
Russian officer. The purpose of th is four pounder, he afterwards presented 
colony, beside fur hunting, was to cap- to the San Francisco Society of Califor
ture seals and gulls, and dry them for _ nia Pioneers, after it had seen service 
use by the Aleuts at Ross, who pre- in the southern campaigns. Sutter's 
ferred seal meat to the venison and Fort also, though of a different mare. 
bear meat of the mainland, to say noth- rial (adobe), is much like Fort Ross in 
ing of beef or mutton. This station on general plan, a square stockade with a 
the Farallones was given up in 1840. bastion at each end of one of its diago· 
There are to this day certain ruined nals. 
stone huts on the South Farallon, that For $3I,ooo, or rather, for his prom
are called by the light keepers "the ise to pay that amount in installments 
Russian houses," though doubt is cast in the absence of sufficient money, Sut
on the matter by some persons, who ter was given all and sundry the prop
think that these houses were built by erties that the Russians could not re-
' the egg company in later years . . An in- .roove,-:-t~e . fort buildings, 41 cannon, 

.·.. : ' ·~ i''!g%,;;";·: ' .•. ' ' '' ·.·· 
·~- - :. - R\ 

\ :» 
S UTTER CANNON. 

A . brass four-pounder, cast in St. Petersburg i.n t8o+ Presented to Fort Ro'JS by the Czar. Sold with the Fort to Sut ter, 
and mounted on S utter's Fort . Used to sa.lute the American flag on its firit h Jistin~ at Sutter's Fort, at sunri,e, July 12, 18,.6 . 
Used by Commodore Stockto n in hi !t ad"ance from San Pedro to Los Angeles. and in tho:: fi~ht Sa.n Pasqua!, Dec.«:mber 6. IS.f.!i: , 
and at Lo~ Angeles. January 8 and g. 1847· N o w in the museum or the Society of Cal ifornia Pioneers, in San Francisco . 

( 

L __ _ 



dw bnrl PI' C ll 

:or• pf 1\.n"" i.tn 

1!'-0 , \I~ , I \ V aS 

o-Il t' ftitllli t· ~ 

s d \ T \ ' l 'a r~ 

If l t lw gl'll 

.,IJ Hl till th e 
i 11 t h i ~ -. :Jillf ' 

c n:vPlts th a t 
a in 's dominion 
nerica was cn -

Caiifornia set 
·el y engaged in 
: IH~t as a re >' ult 
rps failed ttl a r
;.ops at the pre
; had to depen d 

mission indtb· 
rath e r g-rud g 

this way th ey 
Ull(krtake to 

on Spani~h soil , 

1893.] Fort Ross and tlze Russians. 11 

'JO stand of flint lock muskets (these 
ht• Jcclared, on examination, to be some 
of those thrown away by Napoleon's 
troops in the flight from Moscow), 2CXXJ 

cattle, 1000 horses, ICXXJ sheep, and a 
long inventory beside. 

He sent John Bidwell to take posses
!' ion of his new property for him. Bid
wdl arrived in the first week in J :mu
ary, 1842, but unfortunately the Rus
sians had all sailed away (Bancroft says 
on January I, 1842) before he arrived, 
and so the historian is deprived of the 
testimony of General Bidwell's strong 
and clear memory as to what manner 
nf men they were. 

But of the Fort as they left it and the 
life of the days that followed immediate
lr on their going, no better picture can 
be gained than by a talk with General 
Bidwell. 

He made his home most of the time 
at Bodega, five miles inland from Bode
ga Bay, at a place where the Russians 
had quiteasettlement because the wheat 
bnds were better there. There were a 
dozen houses and two threshing floors. 
These were made of three-inch planks, 
were circular in shape, and about one 
hundred feet in diameter. The grain 
was trampled out on them by horses, 
just as the Californians did on their 
(':lrthen threshing floors. 

On the Russian River, not far from 
Bodega, was the ranch and vineyard of 
Don Jorge, a Russian of means and sci~ 
t"ntific attainments, who outstayed his 
compatriots. 

The trip up the coast from Bodega to 
Ross ·was a most interesting one of 
about twenty miles by road. The most 
exciting part of it was the crossing of 
the . Slavianka (the Russian name for 
Russian River) on the sand-bar that the 
O<:e:tn waves washed up at its mouth. 
This was a matter of no little danger, 
3s the bar often shifted and was full of 
quicksands. Two or three people gen
cr.~lly went together, ready with riatas, 
to help each other in case of need. 

Another excitement of the road was 
the danger of meeting grizzly bears, 
which at that time were very numerous. 
There was'one little barranca that the 
road skirted, where in the springtime it 
was no uncommon thing to look down 
and see the backs of four or five griz
zlies in the deep clover that they like to 
feed on in that season. 

\Vhales are not uncommonly washed 
ashore, dead, on that coast, and a dead 
whale was sure to attract the grizzlies. 
The Mexicans said a grizzly could smell 
a whale one hundred miles. At any 
rate, on the road skirting the ocean it 
was necessary to be cautious in ap
proaching a dead whale. 

The Indians around Fort Ross at that 
time spoke Russian, beside their own 
dialect, and knew but little Spanist. It 
was some time before it was easy to com
municate with them. Bancroft speaks 
of the many Indians showing a mixture 
of Russian blood. · 

There was plenty to eat at the Ross 
of those days, and it is no wonder that 
the Russians disliked to leave it for the 
Sitka fare. Grizzly meat, antelopes, 
ducks, geese, sand-hill cranes, as well as 
beef, veal, pork, and mutton, were plen
tiful. Trout were numerous, and salmon 
crowded the little streams in spawning 
time. There was an abundance of wild 
strawberries and huckleberries, and the 
orchards yielded apples, peaches, and 
grapes. Bidwell recalls the making of 
three barrels of cider that first year. 

The large orchard, of some two hun
dred apple trees, is still in bearing on a 
pretty sheltered slope about a mile 
n0rtheast of the Fort. The apples are 
mostly small, for the trees have been 
neglected, and are covered with "old 
man moss"; but some are of good size 
and flavor still. It is said that this or
chard was used as a park by the Russian 
office rs and their wives, and was planted 
with flowers and kept in good order. A 
plank fence eight feet high surrounded 
it, (and is still standing in places,) to 
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keep out the Indians and Ale.uts. It It is with great humility that I try to 
certainlyis a delightful spot, sheltered speak of that ride in the fresh new foli
by the redwoods .to the east.· and north, age of the California April,- oft he mar-

.-_ and overlooking~he Fort. and the ocean velous diversity and wonderful delicacy ,.~ 

. ·. b d . . · ·, '· .... · .,.--,, -.. '·~·•·..-'-,'' · · ,_ ,.,. :.- • ' · th ~~1 had f f th - · 
~ c .. =-· - . '<. ~ eyo~ . ~\ ..;;:_-,\; ::•'l:.;;:;i'!t-'to,.-€:> :~·.; -;.;.:·~-~k:-'-::J~-'.-i;.;~,, . ~ '?I e. co:u, . .&.Llo ess s es o green,. o . e",. _-_,; , · , . 
·:;L ~:;: : :_};y:- ,~ : ·In ': 1842.c tb(:old :.:;~fu4~xwr,;.v~~~l, :·pe.uti ~d . variety o( the wild flowers, .-~=-· .. .. 
· .'t>~.:;::: -~· ~-: _standingnorth:of tb:e:·Eq.fti~::J~w; s~_o;lg ·· and of the perfect pictures presented at 
~ ~:. ~-- ·_ · . · building, with a log sixty feet l9ng as a each new turn of the road. It was bard 

· .. · sail axis, that a crowd of men. could take to tell on the steep grades on the moun-

.. ~ 

hold of to push around to .the proper tain side whether it was better to look 
. angle to the wind. This. building has at the bank close at hand on the left, 
since disappeared, but one of the great and see the flowers,- iris, yellow violets, 
burr stones is standing in the hotel trilliums, scarlet larkspurs, saxifrage, 
yard,· and is pointed out as "the mill- and nemophil<e, the dainty ferns, mai
stone that killed the beautiful Russian denhair and gold back, and the little 
girl." · I inquire.d how it happened, but redwood trees two inches high,- or to 
got no more satisfactory reply than, "0, look away into the canon at the right, 
she got tangled up in it somehow." and see the great redwoods two hundred 

And this brings us again to the Fort feet high and the stately convocations 
Ros~ of today, already spoken of on of many forest trees, where even the 
many points. I visited it in April, this madrofio had to stand up straight and 

. year. The start is made at eight o'clock tall, reaching upward toward the light 
in the morning from San Francisco, and that sifted through the branches,- and 
Fort Ross is reached at about six in the away beyond to the opposite sides of the 
evening of the same day. First the boat canon, even down the cafton in one clear 
to Sausalito, then by train to the pleas- time making out the great blue bulk of 
ant resort of C~adero, at one o'clock, Mt. St. Helen, dim in the mist. That 
-where the road ends. Here we were mountain, by the way, bears the name 
to take the stage. I paid for our party, given it by the Russians. 
and asked for the tickets. It was about five o'clock when we 

"\Ve don't give tickets, but I've put reached Sea View, a little wayside tav-
you on the waybill." ern and postoffice, where the stage road 

Thus made freight of, we took the climbs out on the ridge of the hills over 
stage, the ladies up beside the driver, Fort Ross and allows a glimpse of the 
who proved to be a merry fellow, and ocean. There we transferred to a pri
told them stories that made them laugh, vate team sent from the Fort and driven 
and stories that made them thrill a bit, by one of the good natured brothers 
especially the one of the robbers that that lease the hotel. We were glad to 
held up the stage at the Bend of the get out of the stage, for though our eyes 
Canon, when "the big fellow with the had been delighted the whole way, our 
mask and shotgun started out from be- bones had been sadly racked, as the four 
hind that tree,- 'right there I" horses dragged the mud wagon through 

The day had been almost rainy when rather than over the heavy road, when 
we left San Francisco, and all the way the wheels sank in up to the hubs in 
there were dashes of Scotch mist till many of the spring-holes. 
late in the afternoon, but thi? only Yet the ride down to the Fort, three 
freshened up all the vegetation to won- and a half miles, was worse in some 
derful brilliancy close at hand, shading respects; for the pitch is very steep, 
off into soft grays and blues in the dis- and it seemed as though the heavy 
tance that were unspeakably beautiful. jolts would throw us out on the horses' 
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backs. But there was beauty enough as hexagonal, while Hittell correctly 
here, too. The great ocean lay before says octagonal. A sketch plan made 
us, the redwood trees were about us, while at Fort Ross showed eight sides, 
the little pines were making Christmas and that was my clear recollection as 
trees of themselves with tiny tapers well, but when I mentioned Bancroft's 
of light green needles at the end of error to the artists that had been at the 
every bough, and the girls were wild Fort with me, they declared positively 
with delight over the beautiful colum- and independently that there were but 
hines and ferns. And at each turn of six sides. Mr. Fenn's drawing in the 
the winding road we could see Fort Century for Nov. 'go, showed four sides, 
Ross, our goal, growing nearer and still while one in Harper's a year or two ear
nearer. lier, showed but three. I then ques-

We reached it at about seven o'clock tioned four other persons who had seen 
and received the proverbial warm wei- the buildings, and the responses were 
come of an inn by being surrounded by equally divided. One of these that said 
a group of chattering children, each eight, found a photograph, and was 
struggling to get possession of some- shaken by it in her belief, and sent it to 
thing of our baggage to carry in. Sup- me to prove that after all we were 
per followed, and soon to bed, hardly wrong. Meanwhile a letter had been 
waiting to admire the great stone fire· written to the Fort to ask for positive 
place in the living-room of the hotel, a testimony, and received the reply that 
monument of Russian skill. Not even eight was right. 
the shades of the ghost chamber, where It surely is very deceptive to look at, 
the girls were put, could keep awake for there are very many positions in 
travelers so tired. which an octagonal building shows but 

The days passed only too quickl:y, three sides to the eye, and the impulse 
crowded full of things to do and see. to double the number seen for the whole 
The most interesting objects are the number of sides is very natural. 
bastions of the Fort, and the chapel. The stockade has all been removed 
The condition of the bastions I have except the old sally r,ort already spoken 
spoken of already, and one of my com- of, which does duty as part of the wall 
panions, who had been there the year of a wagon shed ; but twenty years ago 
before, remarked sadly on the effects of when the present owner, Mr. Call, first 
the storms of one winter on the old went to Ross, the stockade was com
watch towers. In the roofless bastion plete. It was built of three-inch red
to the south there are a pair of interest- wood planks set ·upright in a slot in 
ing old cannon wheels, wooden, half a solid logs imbedded in the ground, was 

· foot thick, a foot and a half in diameter, twelve or fourteen feet high, and sur
and bound with iron. There is little mounted by a cheval de frise of iron 
else left in the structure. The floor of spikes. Loopholes for musketry and 
the second story and the staircase are embrasures for cannon were in proper 
indicated by only a few crumbling places, especially around the portal. 
beams. The north bastion still has a The stockade was one hundred varas, 
roof and a part of the flooring, but these 275 feet, square, according to Vallejo; 
will not last long. This bastion is used 300 x 28o feet according to another au
as a shelter for an unsavory lot of black . thority, 1088 feet in circumference by 
pigs. the inventory of sale to Sutter. 

The old bastions have eight sides, The chapel is in better preservation 
and this point is one that I can settle than the bastions. though it makes one's 
by authority. Bancroft speaks of them heart ache to see how it needs a little 

-.. 
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care that would do much toward pre- arm of the wooden cross as it hangs 
serving it; just a nail here and there, rusted loose on its wrought-iron nail. 
where a loose plank will be ripped off There are signs of a dozen or more 
the roof by the next gale for the lack of graves beside the curious. wooden struc
it. ,The. building ort tl}e e:~te.rior still ture shown in the sketch (p. 8) and the 
bears quite a churchlike ,look, with its · round wooden pillar. This pillar is said 
square belfry and curious round cupola; to have had a carved top and cross above 
the roof ori the weather side is nearly it, now gone. Some of the Fort people 
bare, but under the lee of the cupola speak of it as the whipping post, but I 
has gathered a sod some three inches can hardly believe that that useful ap
thick, which bears a fine crop of foxtail pliance could have been so far away 
grass. In the interior the sacrilegious from the Fort. It is a matter of record 
hand has wrought havoc, for the build- that there was whipping enough, as 
ing has been used as a stable and is well as many executions, in the stern 
fitted up with stalls. The modern Cali- discipline of the Fort. 
fornian cares more for his horses than The graves are marked by wooden 
for his soul. slabs prone on the earth. These slabs 

Still there can be made out with study seem to have had no inscription on them 
the early arrangement of the edifice. as a rule. One with an inscription was 
The round cupola is nearly over where found a few years ago and brought to 
the altar must have been, and is open San Francisco, but so many of the let
over it, while the rest of the room is ters were gone that it proved undeci
ceiled. We climbed up the narrow pherable. The letters had been painted 
steps to the ghostly attic and up iuto on, and the paint had preserved the 
the belfry, noting everywhere the great wood under it so that they seemed to 
solid beams and fine joinery. in this be carved. It was probably only an or· 
hand-hewn tim bering and planking that dinary record of name and dates. It 
is characteristic of all the Russian work was given to the Woodward collection, 
at Ross. and perhaps lost in the recent dispersion 

It is said that in its prime there were of that property. 
fine paintings in this chapel,-eikons A few years ago Mrs. Gertrude Ath
like the famous Sitka Madonna. Noth- erton, who made Fort Ross a hermitage 
ing of th1s kind is left, but there is an for literary work, bribed some of the 
old hand-carved lectern and great can- boys at the hotel to go over with her 
dlestick that show much patience and and excavate one of these graves. The 
skill in cutting out. the round forms redwood coffin was found in good pres
now so easy to make with a lathe. In ervation, except that the lid had fall en 
the bar-room of the hotel establishment in and the interior was filled with earth. 
are two quaint old pews or seats from Search in this showed the shin bones, 
the chapel. They are rudely made of the soles of the shoes, and some but
solid three-inch sticks, and the seat is tons, all that remained to indicate that 
so deep that one thinks that there must there had been an occupant. Mrs. Ath
have been giants in those days to have erton was much disgusted; for she 
such amazing length of thigh. Possibly needed a dead Russian for literary pur
furs or upholstering, now all gone, may poses, and had hoped at least to get an 
have filled in some of the space. officer with his trappings, if not indeed 

The old cemetery is another interest- records buried with him. 
ing spot. It lies across the gulch to the There are now not so many buildings 
eastward of the Fort, on the brow of a at Ross as in Russian days: hardly 
hill where the ocean breeze sways the more than a score are left of the fifty-
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nine tha are spoken of as being there 
at one time. There is truth in th e re
mark of the landlord: "Guess it was 
livelier times here eighty years ago." 
The present population is but fifty souls. 
There is a post office and a store, as 
wdl as the schoolhouse, hotel, and 
saloon mentioned . The school is taught 
by Miss Call, daughter of the owner of 
the Fort, and consists of nine children, 
-three of one family and six of another. 
Some fifty small schooners a year are 
loaded at the little landing with wood, 
fence posts, tan bark, and dairy prod
ucts. 

But business was calling us back to 
the city, in spite of the dreamy charm of 
this romantic old spot, and so we pre
pared to "go down below," as they 
speak of it there,-an expression that 
gained color from our unwillingness to 
return to the world,- and the rest of 
them. 

One of the landlords took us up the 
grade again, and beguiled the way with 
pleasing converse. He told us the sup
plement to the stage driver's narrative 
of how the stage was robbed. 

"A young fellow came along, kind o' 
slick looking, and asked if he might 
stop awhile. Then he wanted to jim 
around a little to pay for his board, and 
we set him to fixin' thin~s up about the 
place. Soon we found out that he was 
pretty bad medicine, and I told him 
that he had better move on. He had 
found out where everything lay, and that 
night he and an other fellow came back, 

and bored around the lock of the saloon 
building door, and stole a rifle and a 
shotgun, and some cigars and liquor. 
The next day th ey held up the stage at 
th e Be nd of the Canon. They caught 
them afterward, and they are now in 
San Quentin." 

Soon the stage came along and we 
got in, to insult with our freshness the 
feelings of one weary passenger, who 
had bee n riding since six o'clock the 
evening before, without a wink of sleep 
all night. A day in the" wet dust" of 
the road and the rush of the train, and 
we were through with our trip. 

The importance of the episode that 
Fort Ross stands for lies here, in my 
mind. The Northern world has been 
brought under European civil ization 
by two currents; one moving west, the 
one sung by good Bishop Berkeley, 
familiar to us all-not perfect, indeed, 
but on the whole makin~ for freedom 
and light, and working itself clearer as 
time goes on,-and the other moving 
east, though the whole width of Asia, the 
Aleutian chain, and down the west coast 
of America. This current has been little 
celebrated in song and story, for, sadly 
mingled with Asiatic barbarism, its 
mark is absolutism and cruelty. Ross, 
and Bodega, its appendage, are the ex
treme westerly mark of this current. 
There it met and was turned backward 
by the westward stream of empire, 
which has now made the whole of Amer
jca free . No man can prophesy that the 
end is yet. 

Charle.r S. Greene. 


