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RUSSIAKS IN ALASKA

by Very Rev. Fr.
loman Jturmer
Seot, 1972

During the latter half of the 17th century the Russisns
had been pushing their explorstions across Siberia and along
the esastern snd northern sheres of Asia. In 1728, Vitus
Baring passed through the strait named after him and Girpadeffl
sighted the umerican c¢oast in 1731, Bering's second eaxpedition
in company with alexei Chirifiov, sailed from the Siberian
coast in 174l. The mainland of america was located and nume
erous islands wisited. Thias expedition is commonly accepted
as fixing the date of the discovery of aAlaska. Dering's ship
was wrecked in early liovember on what 1l» now called Bering
Island, The g¢rew made such sroviaion yas was poEsible against
the cold of the approaching winter, but the privaticons snd
hardships were very great. "It was under such ¢ircumstances
that Vitusa Berinp died - on thia ccld, forbidding iale, under
the aky of an Arctic winter, Lacember 8, 1741."

uring the thirty or thirty-five years following, the
Russians were nctive in extlaring the coast snd islanda, and
in establishing a trade with the natives,

The excesses commitied by private traders and companies,
who robbed, massacred and hideously sbused the mative popu-
laticna, caused the Ruasian gévernment in 1799 to confine the
trade =2nd adniniatration of 1ta american possesaicns to a

[

sei-afficial corperation,culled the Russian American Company
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for a term of tweniy years, afverward twice renewed for
similar periods. Alexander Earanoff, Chief Resident Dir-
ector of the American companies (1790-1819) and ones of the
sdministratoras of the new commsny, becsme famous through the
success he schieved as governor. He [ounded Sitka in 1804,
alter the mazsacre bf the nativea of the inhabitants of an
sarlier settlement (1792) at a nearby location, The haad-
quarters of the company wera at Kodisak until 1205, and

at Sitka therasfter,

Part 11 The Russian American Company

The beginning of the Ruszian settlement of the Alsutian
Islands and of Alaska goes back to the expedition under the
command of Caprt. Vitus coring zno Capt. Alsxel Chirifiov. The
latter sighted the verrivery of Alaska on July 15, 174l.

Five days later Capu. Zering landed on Eignﬁ i1sland, where

he afverward died and was buried. ihe first Russian to bap-
tize some natives was o Cossack, Andreyan Tolatych, in thas
islanda bearing his name - the Andrsinoff Islanda. (1743)

In 1759 a Russian merchant, lvan Glotey, was the first preacher
of Christianity to the Aleutians. He baptized cthe son of a
native "toen" or chieftain of the tarritory of Unimak. Later
he took the young man to Kamchatka, where the neonhyte, named
Ivan - after Glotov - 1unrnu; Russian,

Upon his return he beceos a chieftain and was active in
spreading Christienivy. In 1774, Grigori Ivanavich Shelekhov
is said to have hnnti:mﬂ%ﬁﬁplativnu of Eodiask Island.
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It was he who orgsnized the first permanent commercial
settlement on Kodiak, the Shelekhov Solifiov commany.

1y was named Three Saints afver the ship which had brought
Shelekhov to tha Alsutians. In 1787 Shelekhov returned

to St, Peteraburg and laid before Empress Catherine 11
his plans for tne commercial exploitation of the north-
western coast of Amarica. The empress sent sn Englishman,
Joseph bBillings, who had visited Alaska on & tour of ex-
ploration. He arrived at Three Salnts en June 30, 179C
end apparently found conditions sufficlently promising to
report favorably to Catherine, Shelekhov also urged the
empress Lo send missionaries to Lodiak and promised to
assumeg, with hisz associates; the payment of their travel-
ing expenses as well as their support.

Thereupon nlexander L. Bareneff, a merchant of Kar-
gopol, was anpolinted manarer of the colony. Under his ener-
getic leaderahip the colony became a powerful factor in the
development of the territory. He transferred the headguar-
tera to the northeast part of the island and named the new
settlenent Faul's Harbor in henor of the helr to the throne,
Grand Duke Paul. He also reguested the home office for
priests to evingelize the natives as well as to serve the
religious neecs of the Russians.

Such & miasion, headed ?? the archimandrite Joasaph
bogoloy who waa accompsniad by seven monka, arrived in 179L.

The journey took ten months, the missionarles came from
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Valaam /sonastery on Leke Lodoza. Along with them also
arrived one hundred fifty ndainiestrators and thirty fam-
ilies of ssttlers. This grouo loid the foundations of Rusaian
Orithodoxy in america. within two months of their arrival,
two of their number, iiieronkonts iFacarius and Juvenal,
traveled over the whpole island and bhaptized about six thou-
sand natives (another acecount aays "all the inhabitatna™).
The letters of some of these sarliest missionaries are extant,
They were writtan to the abbot of the home nmnlnt;rr of Valaam,
German, for instance, wrote: "The Aleuts greatly surnrised us
oy thelr dexterity and desire to be baptized." Another monk,
Joasaph, wrote: "In Kodiak almost 3ix thousand wers bnotlzed,
They accepted the baptism soc slncerely that they broke pll
their shaman paraphernalia and burned ic.™ But, "the apostls
of the Aleuts", EBishop Innocent, writing more Lhan fifty
years lster, complained that the Hodiak natives were still
half pagan, adhering to thelir shamanistic practices, although
the Unalaska Aleuts perseverad ginecersely in their Christianity,.
Durinz the winter of 1794 the mis=ionaries sstahlished the
first Russian church and school at Paul's Harbor, and conse-
erated iv to the FRassursction of our Lord. This bullding was
deatroyed by fire in 1943,

The next spring they sxtuntded their missionary labors to
other Aleutlan islands, and wvithin two years claimed to have
baptised twelve thousand natives and te have built a church

or chapel "in every more or leas important™ community.
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In 1795 Juvensl lefc Kodiak for Nuchen and hemai Bay, and
the following year went to the Alaskan mainland. It is not
clear how far north he penetrated, Hut he met his death
near Iliamma Lake. He bad persuaded some chieftains to en-
trust him with their children sc that he might educate them;
but later they changed their ninds, perhaps because he had
prohibited polygamy, and aftsr a pursult caught up with hinm
and killed him as "a deceiver”,

The :uMmertﬂhl compeny proapered so well the Enperor,
Paul I, enlarged it by conbining the Shelekhov-Golinov com-
pany with the lHylnikov company, renaming the new organization
the Russian-American Company. It was under cbiigation te
provide for the religious needs of tha colonists as well a3
of the natlves. Shelekhov, who vas then living in Russia, was
not satizlisd with the rrogress of the missionary work. He
estimated the numbter of inhabitants of Xodiak Island at
fifty thousand, of whom only about six thousand had besn
baptigsd. It ia possible thrt Shelekhyv's estimate refers
to all the natives of the Alsutian Jslands and Alaska; but
Bighop Innocent, who mentions it twice, plainly applies it
to Eodiak Island alone., At any rate Shelekhov now urged the
authorities to establish a diotese for Russian Anerica, In
1799 the Hely Synod, h=eding this requeat, ralsed Archi-
mandrite Joszaph to the eniscopal rank. The new diocess
was comorised of Kedink, Kamehatka and Alasia. Unfortun-

ately, the new bishop upon hla retura from Irsutsk, Siberia,
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where he had received eplscopa) consecration, drowned when
his ship foundered off Kodiak Island.

Therasupon the s=e resained vacant fnm%brty years ol the
nineteenth century. For the neit geventeen years, the work
of svangelization wes largely at a standstill. Shelekhov died
in 1800. Only thres menberg of the original mizsion were left;
of thece Athonasius alone was at Kodiak. German outlived the
rest, having retired as a hermit to Spruce Island, where he
lived in a cave, although he carried on scoe work of teaching
and preaching. He remained there forty yesrs, dying in his
oighty-first year :n 1837, It waxz not until 1816 that an addi-
tional priest, alexei Sokolov, wana sent to Join the depleted

staff. Exzxmoocdidftxxandatitycenessxrrexs

Between 1808 and 1816 the suecess of the Russian-american
Company was gretifying. Baranov transferred the headquarters
Irem Kodiak Lo Baranov Island, where Sitka was chesen az the
new cagzpital. (he natlve Koleshl were different from the meak
gnd friendly ~leuts, They looked unon the Russisns "as thelir
tarrible ene=ies, and only blided their time until they could
drive them out,"™ as Father Veryaminov (who later tecame Bishop
Innocent) reported., Te deal with them, Baranov asked thes Holy
Synod to send him misslonsriez. He also estabilished a mettlesent
in California, Calling it Hoss; but this colonlzation venture
digd not succ=od. AL the time Father Yenyaminov visited that

place in 1238, there were two hunidred sixteen colonists,
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composed of Russians, Aleuts and those of mixed blood, besides
thirty-nine Indians. In 12341 the land a2 sold by the Aussisn

government to & certain #r. Sutter for $30,000.

Parv IIl - Fort Ross

In the New VWorld, in 1812, & group of enterprising
Russisns peacefully took over a territory on which grew
up the legendary Fort Ross, A Bussian colony which existed
independently for thirty yesrs,

In 1R0& the Rusalan-Arerienn Company's sattlement at
Sitka xzifiw sxperienced an exirems food shortége, Richeolal
fetrovich Resancff, a hi h-ranking employee of the com=any,
had to travel southward on the ship Upons ("Junc") towards
California in order to obtain the needed suoplies. After two
monuhs of hardshipns, with & small crew (half of whom had
acurvy), Resanoff reached San Francisco Bay. EBecause the
Spanish were susviclious of all forelignmers, entrance to the
bay without a s»ecinl permit wes not allowed,

Enowing hils desperate sitcation, Resanoff ordersd the
captain to proceed under full zail pesst the shouts of the
soldiers in the fort. Resansff ordered his sanilors te simulate
the movements of droppinz sncher, while he politely and re-
spectfully shouted to the Spaniards "™Si Senor, 51 Senori®
Cnly when the ship waa out of danger from the [ort's puns

waa the anchor drooped. -
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The anxiois commandant <f the fort, Bon luis Are
puslls, immedjately boarded vhe Unoner. Resanelf, with
apologies, said that his destination wns Monterey but,
because his ship had been batterad by storms and needed
repaira, he had Lo enter LpWfirst port available. The
commandant was pleased by Rasancff's amiable and kind mane
ner; he invited kim and his officers to his home, and also
sent plenty of food for the crew, Resanofl was a clever,
intelligent, and highly educated man, ond also an excellsnt
dipiomat. He ook advantage of his luck, and in a short time
eliminated all the obstacles vo his planm for nesotiating
with the goverancr, who arrived from Nonterey. Jtspite the
strict coloninl rezalations, n trading sgreement was reached,
Two hundred fifty tons of provislions, wheat flour, barley,
peas, pork salt and nine hundred fifcy pounds eof drisd meat
were loaced on the ship. dessnoff's problem was solved, and
3itka received all vhe necassary supplies.

VWhen speaxing of Resanofif's sojourn in San Francisce,
one has to recali the splsode that was to become known by
the whole world through the nany novels and peoms it inspired,
The coamandanti's seventesen year old daughter, Jona Concepcion
Arguello, fell in love with the brillisnt Russian courtier ,
amd in spite of all protests by her parents and the cbjsctions
of the Homan Cathkeolic Church, she was bevrothecr to Hesanoff.
Resanef{ revurnes to Sitka ard set out for St. Peteraburpg te

cbtain tha Enpersr's papmission to marry the daughter of &



(9]

Spanish nobleman, On the trek scross Siberia, which was
partly on horseback, Resanoff caught a severe cold and died.
His fliances waited for him and refuzed to marry any of her
nuserous sultors. She learned of his death thirty-six years
later, entered a convent and became a nun.

The Russiane in Sitka had received tha provisions
brought by Reasanoff; after listening to the stories obout the
wondarful ¢limate and wealth o Callifornia, they started
thinkins sericusly about establishing 2 coleony en that coast
which could permanently supply them with food.

The manager of the Kusasian-averican Company, Alexander
Andreyevich baraneff, who was also Governor of Alaska, sent
Ivan Alexandrovich Kuskoff on the ahip Kodiak in 1808 to sx-
plore the shores of Califernia in erder ta find a suicable
place for a sottlement, fuskofl arrived at Bodega Boy, where
he stayed for a whole season, hunting otters., During the
next [our years he returned to California thres times: he
sttemptad to szettles near San Francisco Bay, but because of
hoastlle aciicms from the lecal Spanlards and Indiana, Kuskaff
was driven away.

Finally, in the sorins of 1812, he won the confidence
of the Indians, and by gpiving them thres pairs of pants,
three hoes, Lwo aces, and HI}EH glasz beada, he was able Lo
buy from then a plece of lanc elghieen mlles from Bodega,
on a cliff sevenuy feat above the ocean.

Cn #serch 18, 1812, work begon on conatruction of a

fort by a grous of laborara conziatingy of ninecy-~five
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Rugaisns, eirhty Aleuty, anc a few native Indisns of the
Pona tribe from the neighhoring village sf "™Wiad Shul lNowir,

The Foru was Wuillt 15 Lha form of B rectangie with an
are3 of tbree nundres by two hundrad cighoy feet, and was
surrounded bY 0 wail with two bastions where six zuns were
locared. These were nine dbulldinga: the church, the heuse of
the comaanidan:, Ysrracks for tvhe officers and the nsoldiers,
kiuchen, steam dath, wnretouse, a well, znd a prison, Cut-
side the Fort there were fifry butldings inclueiag a wmill,
psL vens, biackerith rhep, and houpes for Aieucs and Indians,
1Me wirs on the Fert was lindshed in 1814,

On SeprLeaker 11, 1812, ihe rpace day of Saperor \lexander I,
tha blessing of the Fort took aiace. Russiansz, Aleuis and In-
digns altenues the services. After the Ntolieten (8 Taanks
giving s=srvice], the Nuszien flag was hoisted above Rort Ross,
and Lhe active 3tfs of %he coleay Bagoan, baving two sizs -
huntinzg and arriculture.

The Szanish nuthoritiey were alarned dy the unexvected
newcomars and sent Lheir representatives with protestsy for
the nexi five years there were hartile zctifns toward the
hus$iana. they fsiled Pusaisn hunt<rs, and Kuskolf wns or-
derezl ceve=z! times o leavo the coleny. Ruskelf politely
entertiined the aninsgrivs, made promises, dut continued his
werk., In 31826, s acientific.expedinion {rom Russia, hen:led
by (sto von fctzebue, visited Californls, and Pothlo de S0la,
vihe Guvernor at aonierey comslalnes to him of XKuskolf's

acticns. ‘he litier wat calles on [« an explanation, but
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with no resulis. The whole mntter was publicized, reaching
St. Peterabury and .iadrid. The Spanish compiained about the
RBussiasne taking their lands, while the Rusaians arguesd that
there was no indication that the land between ths Columbina
River and San Franciasce belonged to eny Europsan nation,
¥While the authorities arzued, the activitles at Fort Ross
flourished.

The Californisns hesrd sbeoul the hozpitality of the
Russians, asw thelr neaceful activiiy, and scon stopned
being afraid of Lhe newcomers; the Indians even began
thinking of them as their defenders. Eussian skill in ship-
tullding, wheel-siaking, dmnlecont-making, ipon weork and
tanning attrocted buysrs, and eventually a lively trade grew
up between the Callfornisns nnd the Russians, reaching a
value of three thousand dellsrs a ys=ar in the monetary values
of thar d=zy.

So, in apite of official hostility, friendly relstiona
firew between Lhe natives and the inhabitants of the Fort.
Thea local aushorities could not stoo the Rusaisn hunters, so
an gEreoment was vade, on & Sifvy-fifty basis. VVhen the
Spanish governoment founded m _'iszion in Solano with the aim
of spying on the Pussians, the Ruzzians recliprocated by
sendinz them housewsr—ing presents of icons and other ec-
clesisatical sppoinissnia,

In 1316, the Tovernor of Alaska, A. A. Baranoff, after

thirty yenrs of service, wos renlaced by L.A. Gegenmelister,
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who was sent for from St, Petersburg. He immediately traveled
to Fort Ross, and what he saw was beyond hia expesctations:
amid bright, roiling hilles above the blue ocean stood a fort,
sturdy and exrefeiiyxwvix beustifully builet, surrounded by
gardens and fields where life was going on in full swing:
fields wers tendsd, hammeriny could be heard from the varicus
shovs, herds of cattle dotted the hillsides, while on the
seszhore Indians were working on their primititi skin beoats
{the Zaidarkas), the Aleut hunters were carryinz the skins of
the animals they had killed - and the spotless cleanlineas of
exeaplary order was seen sverywhere.

Ii the outside picturs was somewhnt exctic to Gegenrmelister,
the =ight of the interior of the Fort sroduced almoat 2 shock,
for here, Russia was truly to be felt - & small, cozy chureh,
a beauriful commandant's house furnished with a sofa, a piane,
pictures, rugs, where wonderful focd was orevared by a skilled
chefs, and served complete with foreign wines.

Delighted with what he saw, Cogenmeister undertook to
expand the acuivities of the Fort. He viaited the governor in
San Francisco and signed a trade Lreaty; and he gathered the
Indian chlefs and secured thneir sersdssion to cultivate sur-
rounding fields. Cesenmeister reolaced Kuskoff, who wis =ainly
interested in hunting, with a new commandant, K. Schmidt,
instrueting him to expand the agricultural actlivity,

First attention was given to énlsrging the orchards and

vesetable gurdens. Depgenaeister himsell went to iconteérey nnd



(13)

brought larpe amcunts of frult-tress, grape-vines and seeds
back te Fort Hoss. & few frulv-trees were also broucht from
Siberia - the veriety known as "Pipoins®™ ja an examale. Vege-
tables grew in enormsus quantities, potatoea ylelded two har-
Vests g Year, and watermelona, pumpkins, cucumbers for =ickling,
and czbbages and beets were jnent te Sitka, Vbeat-growlng was
somawhat disanpointing to tho Fussians, btscause it didn't bring
the rich results that were exoected, desoite the Fact that

four hundred Indisns and Aleuts were working in the [islds,
luring the most suceessful yesr, 1034, they ex-eorted only

eifg ty tons of wheat, as woll as barley, rye, corn, beans and
takaceo,

Constant eultivstien, however, exhauated the soil, end
the fisles were turned inio pasture, EBoren F.PY Ypanrel, whe
came from Ruasia in 1833, inaisted on further expansion of
the proparty, znd two farmy co the scuth of Fort Koss were
estatlished undar his manageaent - the Kostronutinoff Fanch
and the Chernych Annch (ecamuenly celled the "Gorsi™ Hanch).
Frult-trees were also planted, alens with grane-vines, as
well aa varicus zrains. The =ost orofitable zpersx And suc-
cesaful onerastion, however, wias cattle-ralsing. The Rusaians
had over two thousand head ~f cauvitle, a thousand horses,
and a thousand chensn, -

The 1ast firteen yvears of its existence, the Fort Hoss
coleny not only satiefied iis own needs and o continmuing
trade with =eXican Callifornia, tut slso sent to Sitka a

kundred and =isht tens of salied meat, eighteen hundred
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pound: of Lutier, znd this not czunting the fata, wool
aud hiden, In zasite ol guch oVl lenl zugcass, further ;:-
penzior ¢l Lissi-n aciivities in Colifcrnin wan doomed,
beczuze of dijleauilic opposition, especinlly (rem Innlnond,
Spoln and Lle Lnited States, who constontly ssnt protcata
to Jbt. Fetoraburg.

In 1823 caso tha Pregideant's wergnes with tha "anrve
Coctrine™, whlech clonrly sinted that forei:n povernnents
oteurying eny tervitorics in Agrica wera conpiiting hoatilas
seto wrich could lead toa v re Besiles this, Fort flons had
Eracually leaal fis ecanealic necassity as a soaree =8 food
fer Sltls, thanks 22 tha fres trale between Alaak~ ond Mex-
1csn Snilfornla,

he gall wug exhiausier, and Lo acguire nev 1and wns
irppzeilbie: uszia nitd no lntentinn of rendling zore coloniuts

or LI“..II',PE' "
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