Retracing Eugene Ring’s
1850 Trek across the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec
February 24-28, 2011

Bob Ring

Contents

Foreword

3

Chapter 1

Planning the Trip

6

Chapter 2

Getting to the Landing Area

13

Chapter 3

The Landing Site

15

Chapter 4

Exploring the Pacific Coast

21

Chapter 5

Crossing the Isthmus

29

Chapter 6

On the Gulf Coast

35

Chapter 7

Returning Home

40

Epilogue

45

Appendix 1

History of Oaxaca and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec

46

Appendix 2

Locating Eugene Ring’s Pacific Coast Landing Site

48

Appendix 3

Eugene Ring’s Biography: 1851-1912

52

References

54

2

Foreword
This is the story of an adventure in 2011 to retrace my great-grandfather Eugene Ring’s
unplanned trek in 1850 across southern Mexico’s Isthmus of Tehuantepec. I am writing
this for the Ring family – current and future.
Eugene Ring - Early History: 1827-1848
Eugene Ring was born in Kingston, New York on the western shore of the Hudson River
on April 2, 1827, the first son of Moses Ring and Anna Maria Shook. The Ring family
has deep roots in Rhinebeck. Our forbearer, Christopher Ring, came there from the
Langenlonsheim region of Germany in the 1730s. The “Rings” settled with other
German Palatine immigrants in Duchess County, in the fertile Hudson River valley, about
a hundred miles north of New York City, becoming tanners, farmers and merchants.
After his eighteenth birthday in 1845, Eugene left his Duchess County home and family
to move to New York City “to seek his fortune.” In 1848 Eugene suffered an illness,
compelling his family to suggest that he take a long sea voyage to regain his strength.
Eugene Ring - California Gold Rush: 1848-1850
Eugene Ring departed New York City on November 8, 1848 for the west coast of South
America. While transiting the Strait of Magellan, he first heard the news of the great
California Gold Rush from a passing ship.
Eugene went on to visit the South American ports of Valparaiso, Callao, Lima and
Guayaquil. After a stopover in Central America's Panama City, he sailed to San
Francisco, arriving on August 20, 1849. He worked there initially as a bookkeeper among
the gold-crazy, exploding population. Later he moved to Sacramento, worked as a
storekeeper, and experienced the great Sacramento flood in January, 1850.
The lure of gold finally led Eugene to the Sierra Nevada Mountains, where he worked in
several mines in the summer of 1850. Astoundingly, Eugene met and worked with his
father Moses – who apparently had crossed the US in a wagon train after Eugene left
New York City.
Eugene decided to spend the winter of 1850 in Panama, before returning to the gold fields
the next spring. He left San Francisco aboard the barque Powhatan on October 9, 1850.
Forty days out of San Francisco, the Powhatan was becalmed off southern Mexico’s
Isthmus of Tehuantepec and low on food and water.
Eugene was part a ten-man foraging party put ashore in a small boat to look for
provisions. During the landing the wind came up and the Powhatan raised sails and
abandoned the ten men.
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Eugene’s party was forced into an exhausting trek across the jungles and mountains of
the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. During this difficult trip three men died of cholera, an
additional man was left to recover from cholera – with only Eugene and five others of the
original foraging party reaching Veracruz on the Gulf Coast of Mexico to catch a
salvation ship to New Orleans.
Fulfilling a Ring-Family Dream
Eugene wrote three handwritten versions of the story of his Gold Rush adventure. In
2008 the Ring family published an integrated memoir that provides an enthralling
account of his activities, descriptions of what he saw, the places he went, the people he
met, and how he felt about things – a truly remarkable record of a remarkable experience.

Details about this memoir are available at http://www.ringbrothershistory.com.
Besides publishing Eugene’s memoir, Ring family members have long wanted to visit the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec to actually see the sites that Eugene so eloquently described.
In 1993 two of my sons, David and Steven, and David’s wife Cinta, took a long bus trip
from San Diego, California to Salina Cruz on the Pacific Coast of Mexico, near where
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Eugene and his foraging party landed in their small boat. They visited several of the
coastal villages that Eugene talked about and took a few photos that served to spark
family interest in the area for another 18 years.
Then in February, 2011, Pat Wood, my soul mate, and I spent five wonderful days
retracing Eugene Ring’s complete trek across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.
Approach for this Book
This “book” is the story of Pat’s and my trip to southern Mexico. I tell the story with a
mixture of my words, Eugene Ring’s words from his memoir, and sometimes my
summary of Eugene’s words – integrated with the many photographs that Pat and I took
of sites that we (and Eugene) visited. I identify Eugene’s words in “bold type with
quotes.”
I have included appendices summarizing the history of Oaxaca and the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec, my assessment of where Eugene first landed on the Isthmus’ Pacific coast,
and Eugene’s biography from the time he returned from his Gold Rush adventure to his
death in 1912. Eugene’s biography includes new material that came to light since
publication of Eugene’s memoir in 2008.

Bob Ring
Tucson, Arizona
June, 2011
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Chapter 1
Planning the Trip

Let me start by explaining how the opportunity to make this trip occurred, how we found
a driver/guide, and the travel planning it took to make the trip so successful and
satisfying.
The Opportunity
In the fall of 2010 Pat was invited to attend a week-long knitting retreat in Oaxaca City in
southern Mexico. The organizers of the retreat, Bill and Irene York of Green Valley,
Arizona, had hosted similar trips to San Miguel de Allende in central Mexico. Pat had
attended two of these previous excursions. I went with her on the second trip and we all
had a great time while immersed in Mexican culture.
So here was a chance for a trip to another part of Mexico – that offered impressive
archeological ruins and many folk art attractions. But the really persuasive benefit was
that Oaxaca City is only about 150 miles northwest of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, where
my great-grandfather had his great Mexican adventure. Could we use being in Oaxaca
City as a springboard to retracing Eugene Ring’s trek across the Isthmus?
Finding a Driver/Guide
We quickly decided that we would try to make this a “trip of a lifetime.” The first thing
we did was to get a detailed roadmap of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, that confirmed that
today’s roads follow virtually the same path across the Isthmus that Eugene took on foot,
horseback, and canoe more than 160 years ago.
Though there is regular bus service along this route, we decided that we preferred to do it
by automobile, going at our own pace and stopping at specific sites when we wanted. We
didn’t feel comfortable renting a car and driving ourselves, so we set out to find a driver
and guide.
Note: This was a period of great turmoil in Mexico (mostly in the northern border areas)
having to do with illegal immigration to the US and drug trafficking. Though there
appeared to be little-to-none of these problems in Oaxaca, that region had suffered
political disputes in the past. We felt that finding an experienced, reliable driver was the
way to go.
I contacted travel agencies in both the US and Mexico, but got nowhere. Then Pat
suggested that I appeal to readers of my regular newspaper column - in the Arizona Daily
Star, Foothills regional section. So I wrote an article about the opportunity to make this
trip and my difficulty in finding a driver/guide.
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I received a very positive response from a married couple who had written the travel
guide, “Viva Oaxaca – An Insiders Guide to Oaxaca’s Charms.” Robert Adler and Jo
Ann Wexler live in Oaxaca half of the year and among much helpful information and
many suggestions, they strongly recommended a dependable driver and knowledgeable,
bi-lingual guide, a Oaxaca City resident, Pablo Gonzalez Marsch (E-mail:
marsch@prodigy.net.mx, cell phone: 044-951-134-7391).
Over the next few weeks I corresponded with Pablo by E-mail. We came to an
agreement that the proposed trip was feasible over several days and that there should be
no significant safety issues.
Travel Planning
My ongoing research to make the trip more meaningful increased in intensity. Appendix
1includes a short history of the Mexican state of Oaxaca and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec,
and Appendix 2 documents my attempt to locate the landing area on the Pacific Coast
where Eugene Ring and party first came ashore in a small boat from the barque
Powhatan.
The pre-trip research and careful re-reading of my great-grandfather’s memoir enabled us
to get started on planning the details of the trip.
Of all the Mexican coastal areas to be abandoned on, the Gulf of Tehuantepec on the
Pacific coast turned out to be a fortunate location, minimizing the distance that Eugene
Ring and party had to travel to reach safety on the Gulf coast. The Isthmus is 125 miles
wide at its narrowest point. Note that the direct cross-Isthmus direction is south to north.

Our objective was to retrace Eugene Ring’s trek across
the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in southern Mexico.
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Eugene’s foraging party came ashore from the Gulf of Tehuantepec and spent six days
evaluating their precarious position, including visits to San Mateo del Mar and Santa
Maria, before deciding to try to cross the Isthmus. Taking 11 days, by horseback and
canoe, Eugene’s party crossed the Isthmus from Tehuantepec to Minititlan, the last leg on
the Coatzacoalcos River. From Minititlan, the surviving party headed northwest via
Jaltipan, Acayucan, and San Juan on horseback to the San Juan River which they canoed
down to Tlacotalpan. From Tlacotalpan they took a schooner to Veracruz and caught a
boat to New Orleans.

This map was created from Eugene Ring’s descriptions
of his trek across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.

Our trip to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec was to begin in Oaxaca City. We planned to drive
to Salina Cruz, on the Pacific Coast, near where Eugene and party landed. After
exploring the possible landing area, we planned to visit San Mateo del Mar and Santa
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Maria – as Eugene did – and then head across the Isthmus (on the only highway
available) to locate and visit the sites that Eugene described in his memoir.
Note: The cross-Isthmus railroad and cross-Isthmus highway were both built on routes
remarkably close to the path traveled by Eugene Ring and his party.
We decided to bypass Minititlan because there was so little description in the memoir.
There were few sites of interest (with little Eugene description) on the route to
Tlacotalpan, so we chose a more direct toll-road route. From Veracruz we planned a
shortest-time route on toll roads back to Oaxaca City.

Our overall planned route is highlighted in “pink” on this roadmap.

We had a pretty detailed roadmap for the Pacific coast and cross-Isthmus portions of our
trip. Virtually all of the towns and villages that Eugene and his party visited appear on
the map below. We planned to use this map to “navigate” to those sites.
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Our planned routes on the Pacific coast and cross-Isthmus portions of our trip are
highlighted in “pink.” Sites we hoped to visit are highlighted in “yellow.”
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Our Itinerary
Two considerations drove the timing of our Isthmus of Tehuantepec trip. The first was
the schedule for Pat’s knitting retreat which was set for March 1-6, 2011. So we could do
our special trip either before or after the knitting retreat. We decided to it before the
retreat because of commitments in Tucson after the knitting meeting.
The second consideration was how long we thought it would take for our guided
automobile tour to retrace Eugene Ring’s route. After careful study of the roadmap and
sites we wanted to visit, we decided that five days, starting and ending in Oaxaca City,
would be enough to meet our objectives. Our final itinerary is shown below:
________________________________________________________________________
Itinerary for Isthmus of Tehuantepec Trip
Day 1 – Thursday, February 24 - Oaxaca City to Salina Cruz (160 miles) - direct route;
no visit stops; stay overnight in Salina Cruz at Hotel Calendas.
Day 2 – Friday, February 25 – Touring in the Salina Cruz area to include Bay of Salina
Cruz, Bay of Ventosa, San Mateo del Mar, and Santa Maria del Mar. Stay the night in
Tehuantepec at Hotel Oasis.
Day 3 – Saturday, February 26 - Tehuantepec to Acayucan (130 miles) - basically
driving on main highways across the Isthmus; stay the night in Acayucan at Hotel Ritz.
Day 4 – Sunday, February 27 - Acayucan to Veracruz (175 miles) - stay overnight in
Veracruz at Hotel Mesón del Mar.
Day 5 – Monday, February 28 - Veracruz to Oaxaca City (250 miles) – direct route; no
visit stops.
________________________________________________________________________

On Day 1 we planned to leave Oaxaca City early enough in the morning to have time that
afternoon around Salina Cruz to look for the area where Eugene Ring crash-landed in a
small boat and began his trek across the Isthmus. Day 2 was to be devoted to exploring
the Pacific coast where Eugene’s company spent six days trying to figure out what to do
about their situation. The objective of Day 3, while crossing the Isthmus, was to visit as
many of the sites as possible that Eugene described in detail in his memoir, including
Chihuitan, El Barrio, San Juan de Guichicovi, Boca del Monte, and Sarabia Pass. On
Day 4 our priority was to cross the San Juan River (which Eugene traveled by canoe) and
visit Tlacotalpan, Eugene’s last stop on his way to Veracruz.
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This itinerary sacrificed a sighting of the Coatzacoalcos River that Eugene canoed down
on his final leg to the Gulf coast and visits to Minititlan, San Juan de Evangelista, and
Jaltipan – places that Eugene mentions in his memoir, but provides no significant
description.
We selected hotels from the travel guide, Moon Handbooks – Oaxaca, and the internet
and made reservations through our travel agent, Jean Gillaland, at Jean’s House of Travel
in Port Townsend, Washington (jean@jeanstvl.com, 800-895-2688).
In the days before starting the trip, our driver/guide Pablo requested that he bring his wife
Araceli along on the tour. Pat and I heartily agreed. Pablo confirmed all of our hotel
reservations – a service that increased our comfort level.
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Chapter 2
Getting to the Landing Area
Eugene Ring: October 9 – November 22, 1850
Eugene left San Francisco on October 9 on the barque Powhatan, under Captain B. F.
Hopkins, headed for Panama to spend the winter; he planned on returning to the
California gold fields in the spring. The overcrowded ship ran short of food and water
and finally off the coast of southern Mexico, ran short of wind too. From the Gulf of
Tehuantepec, the becalmed Powhatan launched a small boat with a foraging party of ten
men, including Eugene, to attempt to find food and water on land. Before the boat
reached shore, in violation of a pre-launch promise to recover them, the wind came up;
Captain Hopkins raised sails and headed towards Panama, leaving the foraging party to
its fate.
Contemporary: February 23/24, 2011
Pat and I left Tucson late in the morning of February 23, 2011, flying Express jets from
Tucson to Houston and then Houston to Oaxaca City in southern Mexico. We spent the
night in 470-year-old Oaxaca City at the Hotel Las Mariposas and early the next day,
were picked up by our driver and guide Pablo Marsch and his wife Araceli to begin our
adventure.
Pablo is truly bilingual – his mother was born in the U.S. He teaches high school physics
in Oaxaca City and is also a professional tour guide, mostly in the Oaxaca City area, but
on a previous occasion had driven/guided another customer on a bird-watching
expedition across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.
Most of the time Pablo uses a “company van” for his tours, but for our trip he drove his
personal, comfortable Toyota Corolla.
After driving about five hours we reached the town of Salina Cruz, on Mexico’s Pacific
coast, near where we thought Eugene had landed more than 160 years ago. Pat started
filling a diary with notes on the sites we saw and some of our impressions; her notes were
very useful in putting this story together.
The drive to Salina Cruz, partially on the Pan American highway, took us through the
Sierra Madre de Sur Mountains on good, but curvy roads. The mountains were covered
in a light haze, reminding us of the Great Smokey Mountains in the US. Though we did
get high enough to travel through some pine forests, most of the drive was through a
hilly, dry desert region with many types of cacti, including candelabra, old man
(bearded), and organ pipe varieties.
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We saw many fields of agave cactus, obviously planted as a crop, and several mescal
factories. We learned that the Oaxaca is trying to establish a market for mescal. Like
tequila, mescal is made from fermented maguey plants, a form of agave. (We were often
offered free samples of mescal at restaurants on the trip.)
We went through many small towns and were introduced to the Mexican method of speed
control: speed bumps called topes or “velocity reductors.” These speed bumps come in
bunches, appear to be everywhere, and can really shake things up if you don’t slow down.
We were impressed with the generally polite drivers in Oaxaca. On two-lane roads,
drivers ahead of us would turn on their left turn signals when passing was safe. Drivers
would move way to the right to make passing easier. With two lanes in one direction,
drivers never “hogged” the passing lane.
By the time we got to the Pacific Ocean, the high mountains had completely disappeared,
replaced with rolling hills. We made a final approach to Salina Cruz along the coast and
observed that that the country was covered in Mexican chaparral, like Eugene had
described.
In mid afternoon we checked into the Hotel Calendas in Salina Cruz. Of the half-dozen
or so hotels we made reservations at on this trip, this was the most expensive and the only
one that required a (beforehand) wire transfer of the complete charges. More on Mexican
hotels later.
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Chapter 3
The Landing Site

Eugene Ring: November 22/23, 1850
Having been abandoned by the Powhatan, Eugene and the foraging party landed their
small boat on a beach just short of a point of land they had been trying to reach in the
face of an opposing current and gale-force wind. One of their party climbed a “high hill”
near where they landed and reported that there was a ranch a couple of miles inland. The
group reached the ranch through thick chaparral and were welcomed with hospitality and
food. The ranch was situated near “a salt lagoon of considerable extent.” The group’s
initial plan was to sail down the coast in search of provisions, “but on going to the boat
[the next day], we found that the wind had blown it some sixty yards, rolling it over
the rocks and making a complete wreck of it.” So the group gathered up “such
articles as we thought might be useful” and returned to the ranch to “devise other
means to get away.”
Note: See Appendix 2 for my assessment of the location of Eugene’s landing site, just
west of today’s Salina Cruz harbor.
Contemporary: February 24/25, 2011
In mid afternoon on February 24, trying to reach Eugene’s probable landing site, we
drove along the east-west coastline towards the west side of Salina Cruz Harbor. We
could see the “high hill” very clearly. However, try as we might, we could not reach the
beach landing site because access to that area was restricted by a combination of the
Mexican military and Pemex, the state-owned petroleum company.
Note: A significant part of Salina Cruz Harbor is dedicated to Mexican Navy ships.
Also, Salina Cruz has become a huge petroleum processing site with a large refinery.
There are oil storage tanks all over the hills surrounding the city.
Our next objective was the “hill,” from which I believe that Eugene’s group sighted the
nearby ranch. There was a road up the hill, but there was a military installation – with a
lighthouse – on top of the hill, so access was again denied.
After all our hard work identifying Eugene Ring’s probable landing area, these access
denials were a big frustration!
We continued westward and reached Salina del Marques, the unusual salt-producing
lagoons that Eugene had described. Our luck was starting to change.
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Then we circled back to Salina Cruz along a ridge-top road that gave us a good view of
Salina Cruz Harbor from the northwest. There were also views – from the same road – of
the thick Mexican chaparral that Eugene talked about.

This online photo taken from the air shows the “point of land” that I believe to be
Eugene Ring’s landing site. The “high hill” is in the center of the photograph with
the probable “landing site” below on the beach. Note the granite cliffs below the hill.
Note also the excavated inner and outer harbors in Salina Cruz Bay to the right. You
can see the facilities of the Pemex Petroleum Company, including numerous oil storage
tanks on the point of land and the slopes behind. The salt-producing lagoons can be
seen up the coast in the upper left of the photo.

This is the military installation and lighthouse atop the “high hill.”
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These lagoons have produced salt for hundreds of years.

You can see the high salt content in the deposits on the shore of the lagoon.
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Looking south towards the coast from a high ridge you can see two of the salt lagoons.
Also, note the dense Mexican chaparral in the coastal area.

Looking southeast from that same ridge, you can see Salina Cruz Harbor.
Note the coastline continuing eastward and curving to the south,
with the rocky Cerro Morro promontory in the upper left.
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The next morning, driving towards Cerro Morro and Ventosa Bay to the east of Salina
Cruz, we unexpectedly came across a narrow side road leading up to a beautiful, majestic
cross erected atop a high hill in 2004. The views from the cross were fantastic – we
could clearly see the whole Salina Cruz Harbor, the “point of land” associated with
Eugene’s landing, and the “high hill” that Eugene described. We also could look around
the entire city of Salina Cruz, noting the surrounding hills and numerous oil storage
tanks.

This cross (La Soledad) looks over the city of Salina Cruz.

We took an unmarked, winding, single-lane dirt road from the highway up to the cross.
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Looking southwest from the cross, you can see the inner and outer parts of Salina Cruz
Harbor. The “point of land” that identifies Eugene Ring’s landing site is at center-left of
the photo. Note “the hill,” with lighthouse atop, and numerous petroleum storage tanks.

Also taken from the cross, looking northwest, this photo shows the
city of Salina Cruz, built among a number of hills.
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Chapter 4
Exploring the Pacific Coast

Eugene Ring: November 23-28, 1850
Eugene Ring’s party left the ranch on foot, donkey, and horseback to travel to Santa
Maria about 35 miles down the coast along a peninsula “with faint hopes that the
Powhatan had put in there.” The group “crossed some ranges of high hills,” forded
the “mouth of the Tehuantepec River” and stopped for the night at “the Indian village
of San Mateo.” The next day the party reached Santa Maria to find that the village “was
no port for vessels.” The group was told that there only recourse to safety was to cross
the Isthmus and then travel north to Veracruz. So Eugene’s party “retraced our steps to
San Mateo,” and spent the night in the “Casa del Communidad,” where travelers were
put up for the night. While in San Mateo, Eugene explored “the remains of a church
that had once been a fine structure.” The following morning the group headed for the
city of Tehuantepec, where they would start their cross-Isthmus trek. In Tehuantepec
Eugene visited the “plaza or Great Square” and nearby market, plus a decaying
cathedral. Several members of the group began experiencing symptoms of cholera.
Henry Crann died and Captain Reuben Kellogg became too sick to travel.
Contemporary: February 25, 2011
After leaving the hill-top (cross), with the 360-degree views of Salina Cruz, our little tour
group headed east to the Bay of Ventosa, where in the mid 1500s Hernán Cortes had built
and launched ships to explore the Pacific, and which was surveyed in 1852 as the Pacific
terminus of the trans-Isthmus railroad. From there we continued eastward, crossed the
Tehuantepec River, and drove on to San Mateo del Mar.
Before coming to Mexico, Pat and I had reviewed a few photos, notes, and memories
from an earlier Ring-family trip to San Mateo – a brief 1993 visit by my sons David and
Steven, and David’s wife Cinta, who provided the documentation of their trip.
San Mateo is an Indian village of perhaps 2,000 people, with wide streets and many old,
dilapidated buildings surrounded by walls of sticks/brush or concrete. We even saw a
few stick houses with grass roofs!
We also saw strange people-movers – old trucks with open beds, filled with standing
passengers. There were speed bumps on every corner.
Many colorfully-dressed women walked around town with their wares balanced on their
heads. Strangely, we saw a lot of dogs, but no cats in the town.
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The Bay of Ventosa (windy bay) was the early choice for the southern
terminus of the cross-Isthmus railroad.

This is the Tehuantepec River, looking south, a few miles
from emptying into the Bay of Ventosa.
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Even the smallest of villages on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec have welcome signs.

One of the few stick and grass huts that we saw in San Mateo.
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This lady, followed by a child, is probably on her way to market in San Mateo.

As he would demonstrate often on the trip, Pablo, our driver and guide, got us to where
we were going by “navigating by questioning,” i.e., asking directions from local people at
the side of the road.
We succeeded in finding and visiting the Casa Del Pueblo, an old building that is
probably the same building that Eugene described. And right across the street was an old
church, restored in 1907, that likely is the Catholic Church that Eugene explored.
While driving around the village, I had no sense of being on a thin strip of land. Never
did we see either the extensive inland lagoons to the north or the Pacific Ocean to the
south.
We tried to go on to Santa Maria del Mar, but were told that the road was closed due to
an undisclosed political dispute between San Mateo and Santa Maria.
So, just as Eugene had, we retraced our route off the peninsula and headed for the ancient
town of Tehuantepec, the former pre-Columbian capital of the Zapotec Empire, now
traditional town of about 60,000 people, mostly indigenous Zapotecs.
In Tehuantepec we walked around the large plaza and visited the extensive open-air
market area. These sites are probably located in very same places as Eugene found them.
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There is a nice roofed patio behind the community building in San Mateo.

Eugene Ring looked for ships from the roof of this Catholic Church in San Mateo.
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Besides these three-wheel trucks for public transportation in the
city of Tehuantepec, many natives drive motorcycles.

This is the gazebo in the center of Tehuantepec’s plaza.
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This is just part of the extensive open-air market in Tehuantepec. In Eugene’s day the
market was contained in “quite a large and substantial building.”

Unfortunately (an oversight in my planning), we missed seeing the old, many-times
restored cathedral – Santo Domingo de Guzman, completed in 1550 - that Eugene wrote
about in his memoir. I did find a photo of this church on the internet and include it
below. Also, we did see and photograph another interesting old church.

Tehuantepec’s Santo Domingo de Guzman, built in the mid 1500s, is a former convent.
Before restoration, Eugene described it as “the memory of a once noble building.”
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The right bell tower of Tehuantepec’s Templo de la Nativitad Excelsa is tilted
much like the leaning tower of Pisa.

We visited the Tehuantepec Public Library in hopes of finding historical data on the area.
Our only positive result there was getting a reference to a book (written in Spanish) on
the history of Salina Cruz – a definite follow-up item.
The southern part of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec is definitely not a tourist area and our
hotels in both Salina Cruz and Tehuantepec reflected this. Our hotels were old and
somewhat run down, but even so were protected by iron fences and locked gates that
frustrated our coming and going. Typically, we were given only one bar of soap and one
towel each with no complimentary stuff like shampoo or lotion. There was no place to
hang towels or toilet paper. The hotel rooms were not especially clean and the high
humidity had produced a lot of mildew in the showers. The shower drains had movable
drain covers that you were supposed to place over the drain after showering to prevent
bad smells from coming up from the sewer. The beds were “hard,” with the mattress on a
wooden or concrete base, i.e., there were no box springs.
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Chapter 5
Crossing the Isthmus
Eugene Ring: November 28 – December 9, 1850.
Having to leave Captain Reuben Kellogg behind due to cholera, Eugene’s group, now
reduced to eight men with the earlier death of Henry Crann, anxiously left the city of
Tehuantepec on horseback to cross the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. First on undulating
plains and then through shallow mountains, the men slowly proceeded from village to
village, stopping at Chihuitan, El Barrio, San Juan Guichicovi, and Boca del Monte and
then through Sarabia Pass to the Coatzacoalcos River. Eugene would later write about a
number of impressive churches they saw and the community buildings in each town
where they stayed. On this difficult leg of the trip, two more of the party died of cholera
– James Wetherspoon and Alonzo Freeman. The remaining group of six canoed down
the Coatzacoalcos River to Minititan, near the Gulf coast, through “one great wild
forest, filled with all the birds, beasts, and reptiles common to tropical countries.”
The cross-Isthmus trek took eleven days! From Minititlan, they planned to travel
northwestward to the major port of Veracruz to catch a boat to the States.
Contemporary: February 26, 2011
Early in the morning, we felt an earthquake (very unusual) that we heard was centered on
the other side of the Isthmus, near Acayucan. Without any additional information as to
damage, we left Tehuantepec on a toll road, generally following the railroad, to start our
one-day trip to cross the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Soon we exited the toll road and
traveled north a few miles on a side road to Chihuitan, a small town of both old and new
buildings, and found and photographed “the old cathedral” that Eugene mentions.
Then we resumed our toll road excursion, passing extensive lines of modern windmills,
until we intersected the two-lane cross-Isthmus highway. We headed north, on a route
roughly parallel to the cross-Isthmus railroad, a few miles west of us. Both the railroad
and the highway follow virtually the same path that Eugene traveled so long ago.
We were slowed by heavy traffic, particularly convoys of large two-section transport
trucks, moving goods between the business centers of Salina Cruz on the Pacific coast
and Coatzacoalcos on the Gulf coast. We were further slowed by those “pesky” speed
bumps in every small town we went through – and there were many. The speed-bumpslowing gave time for local vendors to hawk their produce “on the fly.”
We took the turn-off to the west for El Barrio, passed over the railroad tracks, and drove
through the beautifully-landscaped town, of Lagunas, built in 1942 as a cementmanufacturing town. Reaching El Barrio, with a population near 15,000 people and its
buildings spread out among gentle hills, we found the “cathedral” that Eugene describes
as “an old stone building on a rocky eminence.”
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This is Chihuitan’s restored Cathedral of Santo Domingo. Note the brightly
colored blue and white façade in front of the original stone building.
The Municipal Building is right across the street from the church.
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Since Eugene’s day, El Barrio’s cathedral has been restored and expanded, and now is
beautifully decorated – as shown in our photos below. I also included below a sketch of
this same church that was published in the 1852 Railroad Survey.
We continued north across the Isthmus. After leaving El Barrio the landscape changed
dramatically; now we were driving through absolutely beautiful, lush, dense jungle-like
country with banana trees, white and pink oleander trees, cape honeysuckle,
bougainvillea bushes of many different colors, purple Jacaranda trees, pink-flowered
roble trees, and yellow-flowered Calabash trees.
We took another side road west to San Juan Guichicovi, whose population today is
approaching 30,000 people. Even from afar, we could see the huge church that would
become one of the highlights of our trip.
Eugene said of the church in his memoir, “Near the house we occupied, were the ruins
of an old cathedral which had once - long ago - been a noble building. Now the walls
were standing almost entire, but the roof had fallen in, leaving a single slight and
narrow arch spanning from wall to wall at the height of perhaps sixty feet from the
floor. The front was still covered, and here the padre held the services of his church.
Around the walls and on benches, stand small wooden boxes, open in front, in which
are little old worm eaten and dingy images of saints and martyrs. Before some are
burning candles, and before others, are placed every day bouquets of fresh flowers,
while others again are quite neglected. Near the church is a small shed under which
are hung three bells which bear some Latin inscriptions and the names of the saints
to whom they had been dedicated.”
The photos below show this wonderful cathedral today - still looking amazingly like
Eugene described it. This was the most emotional moment on a fantastic trip!
Note: Since returning from the trip, I found out that in the 16th century the Spanish built
several cathedrals in Mexico with big open-air chapels so that large numbers of natives
could attend services and not feel closed in (claustrophobic) by massive roofs.
We continued north to complete our drive across the Isthmus. We bypassed the tiny
village of Boca del Monte (only a few hundred residents today and no Eugene-described
sites to search for) and continued through Sarabia, which is apparently both a tiny village
and mountain pass, providing access to the northern slopes of the Isthmus. The highway
took us quite a few miles west of the Coatzacoalcos River, north into the state of
Veracruz, to the town of Acayucan.
We did not try to see the major town of Minititlan (just an ocean-traffic, freight loading
station in Eugene’s day) or the city of Coatzacoalcos (didn’t exist in Eugene’s day).
Instead we finished the cross-Isthmus leg of our journey in Acayucan at the Hotel Ritz,
which lived up to its name and was much nicer than our hotels in Salina Cruz or
Tehuantepec. Thankfully, we did not notice any damage from the earlier earthquake.
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This is El Barrio’s Church of the Cross. Note the fancy stairway and switchback ramps
in front of the church. Also note the streamers of colorful flags that converge just below
the cross at the top center of the church. The old sketch from the 1852 railroad survey
report confirms that this is the same building and that later expansion added
a bell tower on the right hand side.
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This is the church of San Juan Bautista in San Juan Guichicovi. Note the stone block
walls and “narrow arch spanning wall to wall.” A modern sanctuary – used today - is
behind the red curtains; note the view from inside, looking out into the open-air chapel.
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More San Juan Bautista - with a flowered shrine. The three bells that Eugene said
were in a small shed are now mounted outside the church. The bottom photo
is the Casa del Commundad in San Juan Guichicovi.
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Chapter 6
On the Gulf Coast

Eugene Ring: December 9-20, 1850
After getting directions and hiring a guide, Eugene’s group of six men left Minititlan on
foot, heading northwest up the Gulf coast towards Veracruz. The party traveled through
the village of Jaltipan, hired horses there, and continued through Acayucan, “a fine city
compared to the previous places.” The group reached the San Juan River at the tiny
village of San Juan, hired a river guide, and canoed down the River through cattle ranch,
farming, and sugar cane country to the “fine city” of Tlacotalpan. There they “found a
fine schooner bound for Veracruz on which we took passage and arrived there on
the twentieth day of December.” So after an 11-day trek from Minititlan – having been
in Mexico for a total of 28 days – the surviving group of Eugene Ring, James Barbour,
Joseph Wyman, Joseph Woodward, William Dupee, and James Walker “took a steamer
to New Orleans.”
Contemporary: February 26/27, 2011
We stayed in Acayucan the night of February 26th – more as a geographical/driving
convenience than as an interesting place that Eugene described in detail. In doing so,
besides not visiting Minititlan or Coatzcoalcos, we also didn’t visit the now fair-sized
town of Jaltipan that Eugene traveled through quickly without much comment.
We left Acayucan, now a commerce center of about 50,000 people, on the morning of the
27th. We crossed the San Juan River – a surprisingly substantial river - near where
Eugene and company had started their venture downriver to Tlacotalpan. The landscape
changed slowly from dry ranch country to much wetter tropical plantations among ponds
and lagoons. Sugar cane fields soon dominated the landscape.
Thinking back over our trip, we had seen lots of other crops on the Isthmus of
Tehuantipec, including agave fields, corn, alfalfa, banana trees, mangoes, coconut palms,
and wheat.
We also saw an assortment of animals including lots of dogs (but very few cats), cattle,
sheep, goats, horses, donkeys, mules, oxen, chickens, turkey buzzards, an iguana, an
opossum, and lot of birds.
Over several days, we saw a variety of transportation vehicles too. Lots of automobiles
of course and all kinds of trucks, from the two-section behemoths on the cross-Isthmus
highway to the small, three-wheel open backed people-carriers we saw in the south. As
we got closer to the city of Veracruz, we saw unique truck/tractors pulling tall wheeled
trailer racks full of sugar cane. There were lots of motorcycles and a few bicycles.
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For public transportation there were lots of buses and taxi’s in large places and
picturesque “collectivos” in the small towns, where passengers might stand and hold on.
We didn’t actually see any trains, but it seemed like we crossed railroad tracks a few
hundred times.
We reached the picturesque town of Tlacotalpan (population today approaching 10,000)
in early afternoon. At Tlacotalpan the San Juan River joins the major Papaloapan River,
which flows into the Gulf of Mexico about ten miles to the north.
Tlacotalpan is a beautiful town - with brightly-colored buildings, a well-manicured,
cheerful plaza, and many fine shops. Tlacotalpan also contains two beautiful old
churches that certainly were there when Eugene visited, though he did not comment on
them.
When we reached the Gulf of Mexico on the drive from Tlacotalpan to Veracruz, the
coastline changed to knobby sand dunes. Coming into Veracruz we inched our way
through traffic and people setting up for the annual Carnival, one of the biggest in
Mexico – where they expected one million people.
Our hotel was very nice, again much better than those in the southern Isthmus towns. We
walked around a little, saw the large port facilities, but generally found the city of about
450,000 to be dirty and smelly.
A highlight was having a couple of good meals at the oldest, continuously operating
restaurant (for 202 years) in Veracruz, the Café de la Parroquia. We can wonder if
Eugene tried the food when he was there.
Meals in southern Mexico were very interesting and instructive. Typically the natives eat
a big breakfast, the day’s main meal for lunch, and a light dinner. But our guide Pablo
said that they eat continuously and that obesity is a big problem.
When a group (like our tour group of four) enters a restaurant, the waiter starts taking
orders almost before we’ve sat down. Each order is brought out when it is ready, not all
together. You might have to wait a long time for your meal, while the others at the table
may be finished by the time yours arrives, because it is correct to start eating as soon as
you are served!
Other meal characteristics: The restaurants we ate in were noisy – everything from
television, to screaming kids, to active cell phone discussions. Pepper is not commonly
available on the table. Napkins are small and made of paper. And getting the check is a
real trial; they don’t bring it until you’ve asked, “La cuenta por favor” several times. But
the food is good!
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Palm trees help decorate the town plaza in Tlacotalpan.

At the center of this photo, taken from Tlacotalpan’s waterfront, you can see
the San Juan River joining the larger Papaloapan River.
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The huge neoclassical Saint Christopher Church was constructed in the early 1800s.

The Shrine of our Lady of Candlemas was erected in 1779,
built of coral stone brought from Veracruz.
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The municipal building in Tlacotalpan.

Our tour group poses in front of the Café de la Parroquia in Veracruz.
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Chapter 7
Returning Home

Eugene Ring: December 20, 1850 - 1851
The last two lines of Eugene’s memoir read, “We here [Tlacotalpan] found a small
schooner bound for Veracruz on which we took passage and arrived there on the
twentieth day of December [1850]. From here we took a steamer to New Orleans.”
No Ring-family data yet exists to indicate how Eugene returned home, either to his home
town of Rhinebeck, New York or to New York City (NYC) where he was working before
taking that long sea voyage in 1848 for his health. We do know that Eugene was working
in NYC as a druggist in 1851 (See Appendix 3).
In March and April 2011, my son Steven Ring, located several 1851 newspaper articles
that confirmed the arrival in New Orleans of Eugene’s group and further, identified all of
the principals in the remarkable adventure. Steven also found news stories telling how
Captain Kellogg recovered from cholera and returned to the States a few months later.
Finally, Steven discovered survivor accounts of how Captain Hopkins of the barque
Powhatan had abandoned them in Mexico.
Note: Eugene purposely did not use complete names for the principals in his memoir.
Moreover, he apparently did not know that Captain Kellogg survived cholera and
returned to the US later. So this is first time we have a complete and accurate listing of
the participants in this great adventure.
Here are the principals:
__________________________________________________________________
Eugene Ring, New York City, NY (survived)
Joseph N. Woodward, Long Island, NY (survived)
James H. K. Barbour, Boston, MA (survived)
William Dupee, Boston, MA (survived)
James Walker, Boston, MA (survived)
Joseph S. Wyman, Boston, MA (survived)
__________________________________________________________________
Captain Reuben Kellogg, New Haven, CN (left in Mexico, but survived)
__________________________________________________________________
Henry Crann, Boston, MA (died in Mexico)
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Alonzo Vreeland (died in Mexico)
James Wetherspoon (died in Mexico)
__________________________________________________________________
Captain B. F. Hopkins of barque Powhatan, Portland, Maine
__________________________________________________________________
My son Steven, my brother Al, and I are continuing to try to find more information about
all of these people. Whatever we know to date about Eugene Ring and his life in the US
after his Mexican trek is summarized in Appendix 3.
Contemporary: February 28 – March 8, 2011
On Monday February 28th we left Veracruz for the long drive back to Oaxaca City. We
chose to travel by toll roads rather take a shorter route through mountains that would
have taken a lot more time.
There are a surprising number of toll roads in Oaxaca, given that the state is so
(relatively) poor. The toll roads are almost equivalent to US interstate highways and are
very nice to drive on, even though it seems like there are toll booths every 20 miles or so.
The best aspect of the toll roads though is the absence of those speed control bumps
(topes).
Almost all the gas stations in this part (all?) of Mexico are Pemex stations, Pemex being
the national petroleum company. The stations are large and clean and have attendants;
there is no self-service. It was surprising to us that windshields are cleaned with a hose
and then scraped.
There was considerable light haze on our return to Oaxaca City. We haven’t been able to
figure out what the cause was. Possible contributors include unregulated burning (there
were lots of smoky fires) and/or some kind of climate/evaporation phenomenon.
We were stunned to see the majestic, snow-covered, 18,490-foot dormant volcano, Pico
de Orizaba, break out of the haze. This is the highest mountain in Mexico and the third
highest in North America!
I may as well mention a couple of very interesting road signs that we saw frequently
along the highway. The first is a pictorial sign warning drivers that they are approaching
a speed bump. The bumps are much more severe than anything we see in the US.
The second sign – produced in 2010 - celebrates both the 200th anniversary of the
beginning of Mexico’s War of Independence from Spain in 1810 and the 100th
anniversary of the beginning of their revolution that produced a constitutional republic in
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1910. The clever sign graphically shows both the bicentennial number of “200” and the
revolutionary birthday of “100.”
Pat and I thoroughly enjoyed traveling with our driver and guide Pablo and his wife
Araceli, who didn’t speak much English, but was a delight. Pablo was knowledgeable,
and helpful, and a very good driver on some testing roads with heavy traffic. We feel we
learned a lot about Mexican culture from this wonderful couple.
As our guided tour wound down we spent an hour telling each other jokes – none worthy
of repeating here, but entertaining nonetheless. I also requested that Pablo help me with
the pronunciation of the names of all the towns and villages that we had visited – so I
wrote down a phonetic list of them.
Following our family-history rediscovery tour of Mexico’s Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Pat
and I spent March 1-7 in Oaxaca City.
Though we were there for Pat to attend a knitting retreat, there was plenty of time for our
group of 18 people to explore the area.
Our base of operations was the very nice Hotel Casa Antigua in the middle of town. Our
walking tours of the city extended a mile or so from the hotel and included the busy
zócalo (town plaza), many good restaurants and coffee shops, and the impressive 16th
century church, Santo Domingo de Guzmán, a legacy of Spanish occupation.
We had bad luck with two of the city’s museums. A timing mix-up (ours) caused us to
miss seeing the Museum of Oaxacan Cultures, highly touted for its excellent exhibits of
Oaxacan history. We did make it to the Textile Museum which unfortunately was a big
disappointment, having very little on display.
We sampled Oaxacan cuisine – which is heavy into mole sauces. At one meal I had red,
green, and yellow mole sauces – all on the same plate! Though we tired of mole sauces,
we never tired of tasty soups and black beans. When we wanted a respite from Oaxacan
food, we found Italian restaurants for pizza, wine, and gelato.
We attended a Guelaguetza performance of regional music, dances, and costumes. Pat
and I managed to get seats right in front of the stage, but truth be told, enjoyed the
scrumptious dinner buffet even more than the program.
By drinking and brushing my teeth with bottled water, and trying to avoid raw fruits and
vegetables, I managed to survive until the middle of our week in Oaxaca City (having
been in Mexico for a week and a half) without succumbing to Montezuma’s Revenge,
from which I had suffered on previous trips out of the US. But this time, I came prepared
with a prescription for xifaxan that immediately stopped my travelers’ diarrhea.
We visited the extensive ruins of Monte Albán - thought to be the America’s first
metropolis, attaining a population of as many as 40,000 at its peak around 500 AD. I
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Pico de Orizaba last erupted in the mid 1500s.

You had better pay attention to these speed bump warning signs.

This clever sign celebrates both Mexico’s bicentennial and revolution.
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marveled at the indigenous Zapotek builders’ engineering skill in literally scraping off the
top of a mountain to provide a platform for their city.
We also made a couple of trips to visit local outdoor markets – one in a small town
square, the other at least 10 city blocks long. We saw everything from endless produce
booths, to a colorful display of painted underwear, to an older lady scurrying around with
a live turkey under her arm.
Pat and I particularly enjoyed the excursions to see Oaxacan folk artists, including
premier rug weavers, black pottery makers, and wood sculptors. We met these artists in
their working environment, typically a dedicated village with extended family members
comprising the team that produced the artwork under the direction of the “master” artist.
At the wood carvers, we were fascinated by a family group of a dozen people or more
sitting around a large table, painting intricate designs on finely carved pieces. And we
were surprised that Oaxacan potters don’t use a potters’ wheel, but instead fashion their
pots on a plate - that they rotate slowly by hand – atop another supporting plate.
We were even more surprised on these explorations to keep running into other tour
groups guided by our friend Pablo, who the previous week had driven us on our
adventure 150 miles to the south, across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.
Oaxaca City is an interesting place to visit, especially for the archeological sites, the folk
art, and education in indigenous cultures. There was no hint of the problems plaguing the
northern border areas of Mexico.
On March 8th Pat and I flew back to Tucson, thus ending our fabulous excursion to
southern Mexico.
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Epilogue

Putting this story together would have been impossible without the detailed notes Pat
took while we were traveling. Therefore, Pat and I have concluded that Eugene must
have at least written detailed notes along the way, probably the little-punctuated, not
paragraphed, continuous, unbroken text of the so-called "original memoir."
By bringing his memoir to an abrupt end with his arrival in New Orleans, Eugene leaves
many questions unanswered. How did Eugene get home to New York City? When did he
arrive? Did Eugene ever have any later contact with the other survivors of the trek across
Mexico? Did Eugene know that Captain Kellogg had recovered from cholera and
returned to the States a few months after Eugene’s group? Did Eugene ever again see
Captain Hopkins or passengers of the barque Powhatan who had abandoned the foraging
party on the west coast of Mexico? And finally, when did Eugene write the three handwritten drafts of his memoir that remain as Ring-family treasures?
In addition to the questions above there are other items of interest that deserve future
exploration. Perhaps with more focused pre-trip coordination, it would be possible to
visit the two locations that Pat and I were unable to reach: Eugene’s probable Pacific
coast landing site at the western edge of Salina Cruz Harbor and the tiny fishing village
of Santa Maria del Mar, east of Salina Cruz. Also, on a future trip to Tehuantepec, it
would be nice to visit and photograph the old church, Santo Domingo de Guzman, that
we missed seeing.
My son Steven, brother Al, and I are going to continue to explore every aspect of this
fantastic story – to try to answer the remaining questions and in general to “fill out” the
entire saga. Such investigations might include, but will not be limited to: further details
on the post-trek history of the principals, the history of early Salina Cruz, and more
details on the places that Eugene visited in Mexico, particularly the churches in El Barrio
and San Juan Guichicovi.
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Appendix 1
History of Oaxaca and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec

The state of Oaxaca is located in the southern part of the Mexico - the fifth largest of
Mexico’s 31states (about the size of Indiana) - with a population approaching four
million people. The state officially recognizes 16 different indigenous cultures; the best
known and largest of these are the Zapotecs who make up about a third of the indigenous
population. Diverse cultures still flourish due to the state’s rugged and isolating terrain;
Oaxaca’s landscape is dominated by mountains, with 20 peaks that exceed 10,000 feet.
Despite its deep southern latitude, Oaxaca’s elevation, cooling sea breezes, and summer
rain showers moderate the heat of its plentiful sunshine. Most of the state, excepting the
remote mountain summits, basks in the tropics, never feeling the bite of frost.
Agriculture is still the largest section of Oaxaca’s economy. Although the state remains
the second poorest state in Mexico, next to its eastern neighbor, Chiapas, Oaxaca is
attracting more and more people to its archeological sites, native culture, and crafts.
Oaxaca City, with a population approaching 300,000, is the center of that attraction.
The capital of the state of Oaxaca is Oaxaca City, situated at an altitude of just over 5,000
feet, right in the middle of the state. This dry, dessert - cactus country - was ruled mostly
by Zapotecs from about 600 BC to the Spanish conquest in 1521. On a nearby
mountaintop, over many centuries, Zapotecs created and continually improved the city of
Monte Albán, possibly the America’s first metropolis, attaining a population of about
40,000 around 500 AD, and whose ruins remain today as a key tourist attraction.
At the Isthmus of Tehuantepec (hill of the jaguar), the North American continent narrows
to a scant 125 miles in width between the Pacific Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. The
mighty Sierras shrink to mere foothills. The climate is tropical; the land is fertile and
well watered. Luxuriant groves hang heavy with almonds, avocados, coconuts, mangos,
and oranges. The seacoasts can be quite humid.
The Isthmus, extending over the Mexican states of Oaxaca and Veracruz, was the
location of two distinct indigenous cultures. From 1500-400 BC the Olmecs (known for
carving huge stone heads) flourished in the northern part of the Isthmus, constructing
permanent city-temples. From 500 BC to 1521, the Zapotecs dominated southeastern
Oaxaca, extending to the southern part of the Isthmus. Besides building major cities, the
Zapotecs developed a calendar, an early form of writing, and effectively managed a
trade-gateway between other civilizations to the north and south.
In 1521 Hernán Cortés and his Spanish Conquistadors defeated Mexico’s Aztec Empire
with the help of the Zapotecs. Cortés quickly discovered the fertile Oaxaca Valley and
set up extensive plantations there. On the Pacific Coast (near where Eugene Ring would
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unexpectedly land more than 300 years later), he acquired a salt-producing marsh (that
Eugene would describe) for his personal domain and built ships to explore the Pacific.
Colonial Mexico lasted until 1810 when Mexico declared its independence from Spain.
One of the lasting legacies of Spanish occupation includes hundreds of beautiful
churches, many constructed in the late 16th century, regularly maintained or restored, and
still vibrantly active today.
Though the Isthmus was somewhat distant from the center of most military and political
actions after Mexico achieved independence from Spain, it experienced its share of
political activism and reforms, and periodic economic crises and recoveries.
Since the days of Hernán Cortés, the narrow Isthmus of Tehuantepec had been considered
as a favorable route for an inter-oceanic canal and since the 19th century for an interoceanic railway. Within days of Eugene Ring reaching safety in Veracruz, the first
official survey to evaluate the feasibility of a railroad was begun. Documented in 1852,
the survey recommended a cross-Isthmus route that was almost identical to the path
followed by Eugene. The railroad was not actually completed until 1894 and heavy
traffic had to wait until 1907, after adequate port facilities were built on both coasts.
Note: The 1852 railroad survey - a fascinating, detailed description of the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec - is available online and can be downloaded in PDF format. See “The
Isthmus of Tehuantepec: being the results of a survey for a railroad to connect the
Atlantic and Pacific oceans, made by the scientific commission under the direction of
Major J.G. Barnard, U.S. engineers. With a résumé of the geology, climate, local
geography, productive industry, fauna and flora, of that region.”
The Isthmus remains mostly rural today except for a handful of business centers and
market towns near the coasts, i.e., Salina Cruz, Tehuantepec, and Juchitan, in Oaxaca;
and Acayucan, Minititlan, and Coatzacoalcos in Veracruz. The total population today is
near 200,000 people, largely composed of native Zapotecs. To the east of Salina Cruz,
along a thin coastal peninsula, a few thousand Huave-speaking Indians subsist on cattle,
fish, and shrimp, among many lagoons, in the small villages of San Mateo del Mar and
Santa Maria del Mar.
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Appendix 2
Locating Eugene Ring’s Pacific Coast Landing Site
Eugene Ring’s memoir clearly identifies the towns and villages he visited on his trek
across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. But, on November 22, 1850, there was no village on
the Pacific coast where he first came ashore with the foraging party. The specific
location is unspecified; however there some clues. Here is my assessment of the location
of Eugene’s landing site.
Let’s start with Eugene’s memoir in which he says “We were lying becalmed in the
Gulf of Tehuantepec within ten miles of the shore.”
Eugene describes his small group’s approach to shore in a small boat, “As we neared the
point of land opposite of which the ship lay, it presented a bold rocky front. Below,
a gradual [indenture] in the land extended a few miles down the coast and then
again ran out into another bold high promontory. The whole coast as far as one
could see was barren and sterile, mostly covered with the dry, sharp, stunted brush
and bushes, forming the Mexican chaparral.”
Eugene talks further of the boat’s struggle to reach land, “So again striving at the oars,
we slowly neared the point, but when nearly opposite we found that the wind blew
so fiercely against us that we made no headway, maintaining apparently the same
relative position with the shore, and we found ourselves rapidly losing what we had
striven so hard to gain. Three times we made the attempt and finally gave up in
despair.”
Note: According to a trans-Isthmus railroad survey – conducted in 1850/51 and
published in 1852 - in the month of November, the sea currents run east to west and the
prevailing winds are from the north and northeast. These conditions would have
hindered the approach of a small boat trying to move down the coast to reach a
particular point of land.
Of the landing, Eugene says, “There was but one thing for us to do and that was to try
to land through the surf.” After finally reaching shore in heavy waves, Eugene
observes, “it seemed a miracle that we all stood there safe.”
After studying satellite and topographical maps of the coastal area along the Gulf of
Tehuantepec (and considering additional facts discussed below), I concluded that this
description best fits the coastline from the granite cliffs on a point of land, just west of
present day Salina Cruz, eastward to the high promontory of Cerro Morro, just west of
the Bay of Ventosa. These landmarks are identified on the satellite map below, along
with other important landmarks.
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This assessment is complicated by the fact that the city of Salina Cruz (2005 population
of about 75,000 people) didn’t exist in Eugene Ring’s day. The port of Salina Cruz was
built to support the southern terminus of the cross-Isthmus Tehuantepec Railroad, which
began significant operations in 1907, after an inner harbor had been excavated in Salina
Cruz Bay by cutting back the original coastline.
Before it was smashed to pieces on the beach by a gale-force storm, Eugene talked of,
“dragging the boat across the sandy neck of land to the bay where we could launch
it.” Though there has been much excavation for the harbor and much construction of port
facilities since Eugene’s day, a small sandy neck of land still exists and one can visualize
the original coastline moving eastward from the “point,” forming a modest protective
bay.
But let’s add some more data to this puzzle. Eugene’s memoir tells us that just after
reaching shore, “Captain Kellog[g] … set out to climb to the top of the high hill near
the foot of which we were … [reporting that] there was a ranch about two miles
inland.”
In the photo below, from a 1907 American Geographical Society article about the
Tehuantepec Railroad and the “new” town of Salina Cruz, you can clearly see a “hill”
along the coast, just west of the excavated harbor. I believe that this is hill that Eugene
describes.

Salina
Cruz
Tehuantepec
River
Bay of
Ventosa
Hill

Salina del
Marques

Cerro
Morro
Probable
Landing Site

Salina
Cruz
Harbor

This satellite map shows the Pacific coastal area where I believe that
Eugene Ring’s foraging party landed in a small boat on November 22, 1850.
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Note: The 1907 article, “The Isthmus of Tehuantepec and the Tehuantepec National
Railway” by Edmund Otis Hovey, is available online and can be downloaded in PDF
format. The article discusses Salina Cruz and the activities to excavate the harbor and
build port facilities.
Eugene later talks about, “three Mexicans who were stationed …to collect salt from a
salt lagoon of considerable extent near the banks of which the ranch was situated,
known far and near as the Salina del Marsh.”
Salinas del Marqués is unique to the area and extends several miles west along the coast,
starting a couple of miles west of Salina Cruz. This is consistent with the landing
location assessment.
As Eugene talks about beginning to explore the Pacific Coast, he says, “We now bid
goodbye to the ranch and set out on our way to the little town of Santa Maria, about
ten leagues down the coast.” Ten leagues is equal to 34.5 miles; the crow-flies distance
between the salt lagoon and Santa Maria is about 30 miles. Pretty consistent.

I believe that the hill at the right center of this 1907 photo is the same hill that Eugene
Ring talks about climbing after first landing in Mexico.

50

On the trip to Santa Maria, Eugene says, “we crossed some ranges of high hills” and
“about noon reached the mouth of the Tehuantepecc River” and “At evening we
reached the Indian Village of San Mateo.” The Santa Cruz area is ringed with hills and
the Tehuantepec River reaches the Pacific coast in the Bay of Ventosa, on the eastern side
of Cerro Morro, east of Salina Cruz. If we assume that Eugene’s group left the ranch
early in the morning, this timeline of travel is also consistent with the landing location
assessment.
On the present day map of Santa Cruz below, I have highlighted the specific area where I
believe that Eugene landed. This was a key site of interest as we set forth on the trip to
retrace Eugene Ring’s trek across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.

Cerro Morro
Hill
Salina del Marques

Probable Landing Site

I believe that Eugene Ring landed in Mexico just west of the point of land shown at
bottom center of this map of Salina Cruz, on a beach below a nearby hill to the west.
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Appendix 3
Eugene Ring’s Biography: 1851-1912
Note: This appendix is adapted from material written by Steven Ring, published in 2008
in our book, Detour to the California Gold Rush: Eugene Ring’s Travels in South
America, California, and Mexico, 1848-1850. This updated summary includes the latest
information to date uncovered by Steven and my brother, Al.
The first record we have of Eugene Ring following his California Gold Rush adventure is
his listings in New York City’s (NYC) Street Directory in 1851 and 1852 as a local
druggist.
As early as 1853, but for sure by 1857, we can place Eugene in Morrisania in the
southwestern Bronx, northernmost of the five boroughs of NYC. In those days,
Morrisania was a small rural town that was fast becoming one of America’s first suburbs.
According to the Ring-family Bible, “Eugene Ring of Rhinebeck” and “Sarah A. Hand of
New York” were married in Morrisania on April 16, 1857.
While living in Morrisania, Eugene is listed as a Civil War draft registrant for 1863-1865
and in Internal Revenue Service (IRS) records as a taxpayer for 1863-1866.
In 1866 Eugene was appointed by the governor of New York as a Notary Public of
Morrisania.
Eugene worked as a clerk and a bookkeeper for several years before entering the banking
business in the 1860s – first with the Morrisania Savings Bank, where he was identified
as Secretary of the Bank in 1872, and then as cashier and paying teller of the Bowery
National Bank of Manhattan.
By the late 1860s, Eugene was serving as Town Clerk of Morrisania when a new town
hall was erected in 1869. An 1872 newspaper names Eugene as Treasurer of Morrisania.
Eugene and Sarah had three children: son Eugene, Jr.; daughter Josephine; and son
Leslie. Sarah died in Morrisania on February 7, 1873 of unspecified causes at the
relatively young age of thirty six.
Later that year, on December 9, 1873, Eugene married twenty-two year old Emma Hunt,
whose ancestors came to America from England in about 1670. They had two sons:
Charles and Ambrose.
Eugene continued his business and political activity when Morrisania was annexed to
NYC in 1874. He was appointed as a road commissioner and was a founding officer of an
unsuccessful commuter rail line. Eugene ran for alderman (NYC council) in 1881 as a
Tammany Democrat, but was narrowly defeated.
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Eugene left banking around 1877 and opened a “rags” (clothing) business, later listed a
woolens business.
Perhaps following business prospects, Eugene lived for short periods in Mt. Vernon and
Tarrytown, both only a short distance northeast of the Bronx. After the death of his
twenty-year-old son, Leslie, from typhoid fever in 1889, he briefly moved back to
Duchess County, but returned to the Bronx the following year.
From 1894 to 1902 Eugene is listed in NYC as secretary of a moving business or as a
“contractor.”
From 1905 to 1908 Eugene is listed as agent in a leather business.
Sometime after 1908, Eugene retired from business and moved to White Plains, New
York.
Eugene apparently resumed work on his Gold Rush memoir in the last years of his life.
With the help of his son Charles, Eugene prepared a preface to the memoir in 1911,
perhaps planning to have it published.
Eugene died at White Plains, New York on October 28, 1912. He is buried in the Hunt
family plot at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Tarrytown, New York. His second wife,
Emma Hunt Ring, is buried next to him.
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