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Foreword 

 

 

This is the story of an adventure in 2011 to retrace my great-grandfather Eugene Ringôs 

unplanned trek in 1850 across southern Mexicoôs Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  I am writing 

this for the Ring family ï 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 ñRingsò 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 ñto seek his fortune.ò  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 ï 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 Mexicoôs 

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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Eugeneôs 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 ï 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 ï a truly remarkable record of a remarkable experience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Details about this memoir are available at http://www.ringbrothershistory.com. 

 

 

Besides publishing Eugeneôs 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 Davidôs 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 Ringôs complete trek across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. 

 

Approach for this Book 

 

This ñbookò is the story of Patôs and my trip to southern Mexico.  I tell the story with a 

mixture of my words, Eugene Ringôs words from his memoir, and sometimes my 

summary of Eugeneôs words ï integrated with the many photographs that Pat and I took 

of sites that we (and Eugene) visited.  I identify Eugeneôs words in ñbold type with 

quotes.ò 

 

I have included appendices summarizing the history of Oaxaca and the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec, my assessment of where Eugene first landed on the Isthmusô Pacific coast, 

and Eugeneôs biography from the time he returned from his Gold Rush adventure to his 

death in 1912.  Eugeneôs biography includes new material that came to light since 

publication of Eugeneôs memoir in 2008. 

 

 

 

 

Bob Ring 

Tucson, Arizona 

June, 2011 

 



 

6  

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 ï 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 Ringôs trek across the Isthmus?  

 

Finding a Driver/Guide 

 

We quickly decided that we would try to make this a ñtrip of a lifetime.ò  The first thing 

we did was to get a detailed roadmap of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, that confirmed that 

todayôs 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 

didnôt 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, ñViva Oaxaca ï An Insiders Guide to Oaxacaôs Charms.ò   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-grandfatherôs 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 Ringôs trek across 

 the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in southern Mexico. 

mailto:marsch@prodigy.net.mx
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Eugeneôs 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, Eugeneôs 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 Ringôs 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 ï as Eugene did ï 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 ñpinkò 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 ñnavigateò to those sites. 
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Our planned routes on the Pacific coast and cross-Isthmus portions of our trip are 

highlighted in ñpink.ò  Sites we hoped to visit are highlighted in ñyellow.ò 
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Our It inerary  

 

Two considerations drove the timing of our Isthmus of Tehuantepec trip.  The first was 

the schedule for Patôs 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 Ringôs 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 ï 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 ï Friday, February 25 ï 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 ï 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 ï Sunday, February 27 - Acayucan to Veracruz (175 miles) - stay overnight in 

Veracruz at Hotel Mesón del Mar. 

  

Day 5 ï Monday, February 28 - Veracruz to Oaxaca City (250 miles) ï 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 Eugeneôs 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, Eugeneôs 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 ï places that Eugene mentions in his memoir, but provides no significant 

description. 

 

We selected hotels from the travel guide, Moon Handbooks ï Oaxaca, and the internet 

and made reservations through our travel agent, Jean Gillaland, at Jeanôs 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 ï a service that increased our comfort level. 

 

 

 

      

 

 

mailto:jean@jeanstvl.com
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Chapter 2 

 

Getting to the Landing Area 

 

 

Eugene Ring:  October 9 ï 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 ï 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 ñcompany vanò 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 Mexicoôs 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 ñvelocity reductors.ò  These speed bumps come in 

bunches, appear to be everywhere, and can really shake things up if you donôt 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 ñhoggedò 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 ñhigh hil lò 

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 ña salt lagoon of considerable extent.ò  The groupôs 

initial plan was to sail down the coast in search of provisions, ñbut 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.ò  So the group gathered up ñsuch 

articles as we thought might be usefulò and returned to the ranch to ñdevise other 

means to get away.ò   

 

Note:  See Appendix 2 for my assessment of the location of Eugeneôs landing site, just 

west of todayôs Salina Cruz harbor.      

 

Contemporary:  February 24/25, 2011 

 

In mid afternoon on February 24, trying to reach Eugeneôs probable landing site, we 

drove along the east-west coastline towards the west side of Salina Cruz Harbor.  We 

could see the ñhigh hillò 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 ñhill,ò from which I believe that Eugeneôs group sighted the 

nearby ranch.  There was a road up the hill, but there was a military installation ï with a 

lighthouse ï on top of the hill, so access was again denied. 

 

After all our hard work identifying Eugene Ringôs 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 ï from the same road ï of 

the thick Mexican chaparral that Eugene talked about.  

 

 
 

This online photo taken from the air shows the ñpoint of landò that I believe to be 

Eugene Ringôs landing site.  The ñhigh hillò is in the center of the photograph with 

 the probable ñlanding siteò 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 ñhigh hill.ò 
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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 ï we 

could clearly see the whole Salina Cruz Harbor, the ñpoint of landò associated with 

Eugeneôs landing, and the ñhigh hillò 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.  



 

20  

 
 

Looking southwest from the cross, you can see the inner and outer parts of Salina Cruz 

Harbor.  The ñpoint of landò that identifies Eugene Ringôs landing site is at center-left of 

the photo.  Note ñthe hill,ò 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 Ringôs party left the ranch on foot, donkey, and horseback to travel to Santa 

Maria about 35 miles down the coast along a peninsula ñwith faint hopes that the 

Powhatan had put in there.ò  The group ñcrossed some ranges of high hills,ò forded 

the ñmouth of the Tehuantepec Riverò and stopped for the night at ñthe Indian village 

of San Mateo.ò  The next day the party reached Santa Maria to find that the village ñwas 

no port for vessels.ò  The group was told that there only recourse to safety was to cross 

the Isthmus and then travel north to Veracruz.  So Eugeneôs party ñretraced our steps to 

San Mateo,ò and spent the night in the ñCasa del Communidad,ò where travelers were 

put up for the night.  While in San Mateo, Eugene explored ñthe remains of a church 

that had once been a fine structure.ò  The following morning the group headed for the 

city of Tehuantepec, where they would start their cross-Isthmus trek.  In Tehuantepec 

Eugene visited the ñplaza or Great Squareò 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 ï a brief 1993 visit by my sons David and 

Steven, and Davidôs 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 ï 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. 



 

23  

 
 

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. 


