








THE HOUSE, PURCHASED BY THE
U.S. Forest Service in 1961, is now used
as an information center, The decor is as
it would have been in Ruth Colbath’s
time, although the furnishings are not
necessarily from the house originally. A
spinning wheel dominates the parlor, a
room which also holds a pump organ, and
some modest chairs. A portrait of Thomas
R\:]sell, the home's builder, hangs on the
‘wall.

An enormous fireplace, complete with
a beehive oven, takes up one wall of the
kitchen. Behind glass in a shelf display are
such items as pottery, a steel trap once
owned by legendary woodsman Jigger
Johnson, and some articles of Ruth Col-
bath’s clothing.

Broad floorboards, some of them two
feet wide, speak to the age of the
structure.

A bedroom and pantry complete the
first-floor layout, and three bedrooms
take up the second floor. According to
Judy Pike, those rooms weren't completed
until the 1930s, but Ruth Colbath had
taken in boarders, who slept in the un-
finished attic.

The cottage also served as a post office,
and Ruth served as Passaconaway’s
postmistress, from 1890 until 1906.

In 1935, new owners renovated the
house for use as a summer home, Out-
buildings were razed at that time.

The building was long known as the
George House, named for Austin George,
who settled in the Passaconaway Valley
in 1805, Poring over old documents in the
1980s, Ann Croto, one of the cottage’s
caretakers, discovered that the house that
George built was actually located east of
the building acquired by the Forest Serv-
ice. The George House wasn't built by
George at all, but by Thomas Russell.
Upon this discovery, the Forest Service
changed the name of the house.

SO, JUST WHY DID THOMAS COL-
bath up and leave, anyway? “There are
two or three different stories, and one of

them was that she had been fooling
around with someone else,” said Pike. Ac-
cording to Pike, one gentleman whose
great-great aunt had spoken to Colbath
upon his retumn claims “there used to be
a huge garden out in the back here, and
it was all hardpan, and he said he had got-
ten tired of of trying to get things to grow
in the rocks.”

Colbath apparently hitched a ride to
Portland, Maine, hopped on a ship, and
spent those 42 lost years in such locales
as Panama and Cuba, Pike said. “He never
said why he left, really, except for the
garden, so that kind of blows the theory
that she was fooling around with

somebody,” said Pike.

After her husband left, Ruth spent her
days at the house, caring for her aging
mother, taking in boarders and sorting the
mail. Her mother died in 1905, and Ruth
remained at the homestead, setting the
lamp in the window each night for the
rest of her life. She died in 1930, leaving
an estate worth $527.13 after the bills
were paid. She never gave up hope that
her husband would return, and in that
belief she was correct. But she didn't live
Jong enough to see it happen. Her bones
are buried in the family graveyard adja-
cent to the house.

Some have speculated that Ruth Col-

bath's spirit was tormented in death, hav-
ing left this earth without that Jonged-for
reunion with the husband for whom she
still cared. Pike said recent visitors to the
Russell-Colbath House who had occasion
to overnight there in the 1930s told her
tales of windows and doors mysteriously
and inexplicably thrown open in the mid-
dle of the night as the cold wind blew
outside.

Like the chips of pottery and rusty nails
that are hidden beneath the soil in the
dooryard, Ruth Colbath's spirit may still
inhabit the old homestead, but that's one
thing an archaeological excavation won't

be able to confirm.
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