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ABSTRACT
The city of Sitka, Alaska, was the center of Russian activity in Alaska from 1808
to the sale of Alaska to the United States in 1867. The history of the town has
been heavily influenced by several geographical factors, including distance,
location, the natural resources of the area, and climate. Distance was the greatest
difficulty to overcome for the Russians. Sitka was separated by many thousands
of miles from supplies, workers, and authority. Hence, any emergencies faced by
the town were to be faced alone, communication with Russia required four
months or more. Further, Sitka was located very near two of the largest
competitors in the fur trade: the United States and Great Britain (in Canada).
This resulted in a loss of wealth for the town, as the foreign traders diverted many
of the furs that would have been received by the Russian American Company.
Also, the nearness to the United States in particular, but also to the British,
presented the very real possibility of the seizure of Alaska by either of these
nations during periods of conflict or disfavor with Russia. The natural resources
of the area were a boon to Sitka. Salmon, other fish, and wild game were used to
make up the major portion of the diet for the Russians, while small personal
gardens were cultivated to supplement the meat. Large-scale agriculture could
not be undertaken, because of the climate and relatively poor soil. The timber on
the island and surrounding region was used to construct buildings and ships Sitka having the largest and most complete shipyard on the northwest Pacific
coast for most of the Russian period. Unfortunately, the abundant moisture
caused the buildings and ships of the town to decay quickly, resulting in the need
to replace them niore often than in other locales. The mineral resources of the
region were not extensively developed.
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INTRODUCTION
The history of Sitka, Alaska, has been written about in numerous works by
a myriad of authors. Her history has been well documented, and the implications
thereof discussed fully. And yet, one of the most important influences on the
history of the town has been somewhat neglected. Discussed in passing a great
deal, geography arguably had the greatest affect upon how the history of the town
unfolded. This essay, will, therefore, consider the geography of Sitka and the
region in which the town exists in an effort to show how it affected the town's
history during Russian ownership of Alaska. Location, distance from Russia, the
resources in the region, climate, and the indigenous people in southeast Alaska
will all be considered. After considerations of the regional geography, a history
of Russian expansion to the east, and the establishment of Sitka, the essay will
follow the charters of the Russian American Company, which provide a solid
framework within which to consider Sitka's history.
History, therefore, is not the subject of this paper. While it will provide
the framework for discussion, the focus will remain upon geography. At issue are
several geographical questions, which will be answered in the course of this
paper. Among others, they include: Why did the Russians seek another
settlement in Alaska? Why did the Russians choose to settle at Sitka? How did
the resources of the area affect the town? What factors contributed to the longterm success of the town?
The history of Sitka is inseparably intertwined with that of the Russian
American Company. In a sense, the town existed because the company needed it

to, and so what affected the company, had a similar impact on Sitka. In
recognition of this relationship, the histories of the town of Sitka and the Russian
American Company, and the influence of geography on them, will almost blend
together at points in this paper. Sitka will always remain the focus, but the
connection between the two entities needs to be noted.

CHAPTER 1
SITKA'S REGIONAL GEOGRAPHY
Sitka is located on the eastern shore of Sitka Sound on Baranof Island in
southeast Alaska. Sitka is located slightly north of fifty-seven degrees north
latitude, and just west of one hundred thirty-five degrees west longitude. Baranof
Island is one of the larger islands in the Alexander Archipelago.1 The town itself
is located on the western shore of the island, which faces the Gulf of Alaska.2
The Alexander Archipelago and the narrow strip of mainland owned by Alaska
from an arbitrary point southeast of Yakutat are known as the panhandle. Maps
of Alaska (Figure 1), Alaska's gulf coast and southeastern region (Figure 2),
Baranof Island (Figure 3), and the area around Sitka (Figure 4) are included at the
end of this chapter on pages 14-17.
Geology
The Panhandle is made up mostly of islands, high coastal mountains on
the mainland, and deep fjords and channels. A great deal of the land area in
Southeast is contained in the numerous islands found in the Alexander
Archipelago. The islands also exhibit the mountainous and fjorded character of
the mainland. As evidenced by the existence of fjords, the Alaska Panhandle was
glaciated in times past.3 Today, only a few small glaciers remain in southeast.
Some volcanism has been present in the Baranof Island area in the past.
The most prominent example of this is Mount Edgecumbe, located sixteen miles
1

The Alaska Geographic Society, Sitka and its Ocean/Island World (Anchorage:
Privately Published, 1982), 9.
2 A.W Greely, Handbook of Alaska (Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1925), 61.
3 Alfred H. Brooks, The Geography and Geology of Alaska (Washington DC.. The
Government Printing Office, 1906), 246.
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west of Sitka on Kruzof Island. Mount Edgecumbe is an extinct volcano, its last
eruption coming an estimated ten to eleven thousand years ago.4 The mountain
smoked in 1798, but that has been the extent of its activity since the European
discovery of Alaska.5
Edgecumbe forms a very distinct landmark for navigation, as it is located
on the north side of Sitka Sound. Its location makes it prominent, as it is the most
prominent peak along that section of the coast. Juan Francisco de la Bodega y
Quadra, on his exploratory voyage for Spain in 1775 was one of the first to
describe the mountain, which he named San Jacinto.6 Three years later, on May
2,1778, the Englishman James Cook gave the mountain the name by which we
know it today.
Geologically, the rocks in the Sitka region are predominately volcanic or
o

sedimentary in origin. Granite, gneiss, greywacke, hornblende, marble,
plagioclase feldspar, schist, slate, talc, and quartz are some of the rock types
found on or near Baranof Island.9 In the vicinity of Mount Edgecumbe, olivine,
pumice, and zeolite can be found, along with other volcanic blends.10
As often occurs in areas with volcanic activity, the region around Sitka is
laced with faults. Three strike-slip faults exist in the Alexander Archipelago, the
4

The Alaska Geographic Society, Sitka and its Ocean/Island World, 14.
Kiril Timofeevich Khlebnikov, Notes on Russian America-Part 1: Novo-Arkhangel'sk,
Trans, by Serge LeComte and Richard Pierce (Fairbanks: The Limestone Press, 1994), 39.
6 Clarence L. Andrews, Sitka (Caldwell, ID: The Caxton Printers, 1945), 23-5.
7 James Cook, Excerpt from Cook's expedition journals, in Early Visitiors to
Southeastern Alaska: Nine Accounts, ed. R.N. De Armond (Anchorage: Alaska Northwest
Publishing Company, 1978), 3.
George E. Gehrels and Henry C. Berg, "Geology of Southeastern Alaska," in The
Geology of Alaska, ed. George Plafker and Henry C. Berg (Boulder, Co: The Geological Society
of America, 1994), 451.
9 Gehrels and Berg, "Geology of Southeastern Alaska," 451., Khlebnikov, Notes on
Russian America, 67-8.
10 Khlebnikov, Notes on Russian America, 68.
3

Queen Charlotte-Fairweather fault system, Chatham Strait Fault, and Clarence
Strait Fault. Other types of faults are common in the region, including thrust,
steep dip slip, and low angle normal faults.11 The Alexander Archipelago makes
up part of the eastern border of the Pacific Rim of Fire.
Climatology and Meteorology
The area's weather is moderated by the close proximity of the Pacific
Ocean, or more specifically, the Japan Current. The Japan Current runs in a large
circle, beginning off of southern California. From there it crosses the Pacific on
the south side of the Hawaiian Islands, and when it reaches Asia, it turns north
and it runs along the Asian coast. The current turns east again when it reaches the
general latitude of the Aleutian Islands, which it skirts to the south. The circle is
completed as the current runs along the Alaskan gulf coast, along the coast of
southeastern Alaska, and back along the west coast of North America to southern
California. The current carries warm water along the coast of Alaska, which
19
serves to moderate the climate along the coast.
Summer temperatures generally range from the forties to the middle
sixties Fahrenheit, with winter temperatures ranging from the teens into the lower
forties (F.). Baranof Island's growing season is approximately three months in
length, as the last frost of the year usually comes in May, with the year's first frost
often appearing in September.13

11 Gehrels
12

and Berg, "Geology of southeastern Alaska," 452.
Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of Alaska, 1730-1885 (New York: Antiquarian Press,

1959), 4.
13

Abbe Jr., "Climate," 149.

The southeastern region of Alaska is basically a rainforest, because of the
orographic uplift caused by the mountains found throughout southeast Alaska.
This is especially so for Baranof Island, which is very mountainous, and is one of
the first land areas that the air masses must pass over on their way eastward from
the Gulf of Alaska. Precipitation for Sitka averages ninety-seven inches a year,
which includes about fifty inches of snow. Ten inches of snow contains the
equivalent amount of water as one inch of rain, thus ninety-two inches of Sitka's
precipitation totals are rain.14 The period of the year from September through
January is the rainiest time of the year for the city of Sitka.15 Many small streams
and rivers drain the rain received by Baranof Island.16
Vegetation
Vegetation on the island is lush and prolific, owing to the moderate
temperatures and copious amount of rain that falls throughout the region.

17

The

arboreal growth on Baranof Island includes Alaska cedar (Chamaecyparis
nootkatensis), alder (Alnus species), lodge-pole pine (.Pinus contorta), Sitka
spruce (Picea sitchensis), and western hemlock (Tsuga heterophylla).
Undergrowth in the forest is made up of blueberries (Vaccinium species),
salmonberries (Rubus spectabilis), huckleberries (Gaylussacia sp.), devil's club
(Oplopanax horridus), mosses, sedges, and grasses, along with many other types
of flora. Most of the island is forested, with some open areas of muskeg or tundra
above the tree line in the mountainous regions. A muskeg is a relatively open
14 The

Alaska Geographic Society, Sitka and its Ocean/Island World, 27
Abbe Jr., "Climate," 148.
16 Brooks, The Geography and Geology of Alaska, 28-9.
17 Cleveland Abee Jr., "Climate," in The Geography and Geology of Alaska, Alfred H.
Brooks (Washington D.C.. The Government Printing Office, 1906), 144.
15

area, characterized by poor drainage and small plants. Some stunted trees may
occur in these areas, and sometimes muskegs have small ponds or lakes. The
predominate vegetation in muskegs include grasses, Sphagnum mosses
(Sphagnum species), and sedges.18
Fauna
Baranof Island and its surrounding ocean waters are rich in animal life.
The ocean teems with the five species of Pacific salmon, four of which spawn on
Baranof Island, the king salmon being the only exception. Dolly Varden
(Salvelinus malma), Pacific halibut (Hippoglos-sus stenolepis), Pacific herring
(Clupea pallasi), rockfish (Sebastes species), and a vast number of species of
other fish are also common in the waters near Sitka.19
The salmon were very important both to the local natives and to the
Russians at Sitka. The Pacific salmon is an anadromous fish, meaning that it
spends part of its life in freshwater and part in saltwater. There are five species of
Pacific salmon, which follow listed by size (from largest to smallest): the king
(Oncorhynchus tshawytscha, 10-100 pounds), silver (On. kisutch, 4-25 pounds),
chum (On. keta, 4-20 pounds), red (On. nerka, 3-12 pounds), and pink (On.
gorbuscha, 2-6 pounds).20 Adult salmon enter freshwater rivers and streams from
the ocean at various times during the summer, depending upon species. Spawning
takes place over a bottom ranging in consistency from sand to gravel, generally in
a tributary or smaller upstream reach of a larger river. All salmon die after
18 Ibid.,

29.
The Alaska Geographic Society, Southeast: Alaska's Panhandle (Anchorage: Privately
Published, 1978), 23.
20 Dick Sternberg, Freshwater Gamefish of North America (New York: Prentice Hall
Press, 1987), 23-31
19

spawning. The eggs hatch during the winter. Pink and chum salmon fry
immediately migrate out to the ocean during the spring, while the fry of the other
three species spend from one to three years in freshwater before moving seaward.
Once at sea, the salmon will mature there, the time spent in the ocean depending
upon the species. When the season is right, those salmon that are mature will
move back to the stream in which they were born (for the most part-a very few
will spawn elsewhere) and make their spawning run. A spawning stream will
generally receive a run of fish every year.21
There are several species of whale, including fin (Balaenoptera physalus),
humpback (Megaptera novaeangliae), and killer; and porpoises, including Dall's
(Phocoenoides dalli) and harbor (Phocoena phocoena), along with harbor seals
(Phoca vitulina), Steller's sea lions (Eumetopias jubatus), sea otters (Enhydra
lutris), and other types of marine life that live in or near the waters around Sitka.

99

Baranof Island and the ocean surrounding it host a vast diversity of bird species,
including the bald eagle (Haliaetus leucocephalus), trumpeter swan (Cygnus
buccinator), and tufted puffin (Fratercula cirrhata). The island is also home to
the naturally occurring brown bear (Ursus arctos middendorffi), mink (Mustela
vison), Sitka black-tailed deer (Odocoileus hemionus sitkensis), and the marine
life that frequents its shores. In more recent times, beaver (Castor canadensis),
marten (Martes americana), mountain goats (Oreamnos americanus), and red
squirrels (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus) have been introduced to Baranof Island and
now have established populations in varying degrees of success. Freshwater fish
21 Robert

Steelquist, Field Guide to the Pacific Salmon (Seattle: Sasquatch Books, 1992),

26-51
22

The Alaska Geographic Society, Southeast: Alaska's Panhandle, 23.

9
include cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarki), Dolly Varden, rainbow trout (On.
mykiss), steelhead (On. mykiss)23, and spawning salmon.24
Social History
Before the Russians arrived on Baranof Island, it was inhabited by several
groups of Tlingit Indians. The Tlingits survived mostly on fish, including salmon,
herring, halibut, and cod. Deer, bear, assorted birds, and crabs were also included
in their diet, as were various types of shellfish, including clams. Berries also
made up a portion of the natives' diet. A more complete list of the biological
resources used by the Tlingit people can be found in the appendix.
Aboriginal people inhabited the southeastern Alaska region about ten or
eleven thousand years ago, although exactly what relationship these people had
with the modern Tlingit Indians is unclear. Some hold that these were the
ancestors of the modern Tlingit people, while others believe the Tlingits moved in
at a later date and drove the previous inhabitants out. Regardless of their origin,
the Tlingit people were firmly established throughout the southeastern region and
some had settled on Baranof Island long before the time of Russian contact.
The Tlingit people lived in temporary summer dwellings as they gathered
their summer food sources. These dwellings were generally lean-tos, made of
bark or planks. Their winter housing was much more elaborate, constructed of
planks over a framework of supports and upper wall and roof beams. These

23 A steelhead is a rainbow trout that goes to sea and returns at adulthood to the stream
where it hatched to spawn, much in the manner of the Pacific Salmon. Steelhead do not
necessarily die after spawning, however.
24 The Alaska Geographic Society, Sitka and its Ocean/Island World, 33-7
25 Wallace M. Olson, The Tlingit: An Introduction to Their Culture and History (Auke
Bay, AK. Heritage Research, 1991), 9
26Ibid., 10-11.

houses sometimes measured sixty feet in length and could be as wide as forty feet.
Inside the winter house would reside a single extended family of Tlingits.

11

The Tlingit people also had a highly structured family system. A person's
linage was traced through his mother. Tlingits were divided into two groups,
which were called crests. These were the Raven Crest and the Eagle or Wolf
Crest. One was forbidden to marry within one's own crest, thus meaning that if a
person were a Raven, he would have to marry an Eagle. Within the crests there
was a further social division into clans. Members of a clan were usually related to
each other; sometimes all the members came from a single winter house.
The Tlingit Indians were to be a major worry for the Russians and other
foreigners who operated along the southeastern coast of Alaska. Of all the
aboriginal inhabitants of the north, the Tlingits were the most warlike and fierce.
They were also very good at trading. While the goods they received were often of
far less value than what they traded away, the Tlingit people were astute
businessmen. Etienne Marchand, captain of the French vessel Solide, remarked
after a voyage to the Sitka area in 1791 that "The modem Hebrews would,
perhaps, have little to teach these people in the art of trade."29 While stereotypic,
it nevertheless conveys the point that the Tlingits were very shrewd at getting the
best bargain possible for their furs.
The settlement of Sitka and the resulting Russian-native relations will be
dealt with more fully in later chapters (specifically Chapter 4).

27 Ibid.,

19.
27-32.
29 Andrews, Sitka, 27
28 Ibid.,

Modern Sitka
Sitka today is home to 8835 people, making it Alaska's fifth largest city.
The city contains nineteen churches or places of worship, with substantial
portions of the population holding to the Russian Orthodox or Lutheran faiths.
Sitka also contains four motels or hotels, thirty-seven bed and breakfasts or
lodges, two public libraries, five banks or credit unions, and even a yacht club.
An indication of the importance of the city's history is the four museums that can
be found in Sitka.30 Pictures of Sitka (Figure 5) and her harbor (Figure 6) can be
found on page 18.
There are two elementary schools in the city, one middle school, and two
high schools. In addition to these, there is one private school and one private
boarding school. Two universities also call Sitka home, Sheldon Jackson College
with 175 students and a branch of the University of Alaska - Southeast, in which,
as of July 2001, 1615 students were enrolled. All told, there are 3706 students
attending schools in Sitka.31
Sitka's local government is a type known as unified home rule. The city
of Sitka is located within the Borough of Sitka. Alaska does not have counties,
rather, its chosen form of local government is the borough. For most intents and
purposes, however, a borough and a county are similar. The city and borough of
Sitka are unified; electing one council that oversees both entities. Tax revenue
yearly totals $10,422,000, collected from a five percent sales tax on retail items,
as well as a few other sources, including some property taxes. The city and
30 Sitka Economic Development Association (SEDA), 2001 Community Profile: Sitka,
Alaska; City and Borough-July 2001 (Sitka: SEDA 2001), 1.
31 Ibid., 1.

borough have a planning commission, as well as zoning regulations. The city
provides water, sewer, and electricity to its residents. It also provides police and
fire protection, hiring twenty fulltime police personnel and nine fulltime fire
department employees. In addition to the fulltime fire department staff, there are
one hundred volunteer fire fighters. The fire department also has two zodiac
boats to assist in fires close to or on the water.
Sitka is an isolated community, accessible only by airplane or boat. One
major air carrier, Alaska Airlines, serves the city. The state ferry service, the
Alaska Marine Highway System, also calls regularly in Sitka. There are no
highways on the island, but there are about twenty to thirty total miles of paved
road that runs along the coast on either side of the city. Vehicles may be
transported to and from Sitka by the state ferry system. During summer, many
cruise ships from various tourism companies stop at the city on their way up or
down the Inside Passage.
Jobs in Sitka are largely government related. The largest employer in the
city is the Southeast Alaska Regional Health Consortium (490 employees), a
government run agency. Other government employers in the city are the United
States Coast Guard (187 employees), City and Borough of Sitka (178 employees),
and United States Forest Service (110 employees). Other prominent employers in
Sitka include the Sitka School District (223 employees), Sitka Sound Seafood
(105 employees), Allen Marine (80 employees), Sheldon Jackson College (79
employees), and Alaska Airlines (53 employees). Many of the residents of Sitka

32 Ibid.,
33

2.
Ibid., 2.

are self-employed as fishermen or in the provision of specific services. Fishing is
a mainstay of the local economy, targeting many different species of fish,
including salmon and halibut. Tourism is also a large part of the local economy,
and Sitka has many small shops selling souvenirs, curios, and/or antiques. Owing
to the beauty of the local environment, the town's past history, and her location on
the route through Alaska's Inside Passage, as many as one hundred cruise ships
may call in the town during the tourist season.34 Timber also provides many jobs
in southeast Alaska, although it is not as prominent in Sitka owing to the recent
closure of a large pulp mill located about ten miles from the city. Sitka's
unemployment rate is 5 1 percent.35

34

The Alaska Geographic Society, Sitka and its Ocecm/Island World, 108.
2001 Community Profile, 4.

35 SEDA,
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Figure 5: Top: View of Sitka From Near the Battleground (Mt. Edgecumbe at left)
Figure 6: Bottom: View of Sitka Harbor To the Southeast From Japonski Island Bridge

CHAPTER 2
ALEUTS AND SEA OTTERS
Any consideration of Sitka and the Russian presence in Alaska would be
incomplete without a short study of the sea otter. It is, after all, the primary
reason for the Russian exploration and occupation of Alaska. Included here is
also a look at the Aleut people, as they were the predominate hunters of the sea
otter, and important to the Russians for this reason.
Sea otters are of the family Mustelidae, meaning that they are relatives of
the weasel, skunk, and badger.

Sea otters may attain a length of six feet when

full grown,37 and reach sexual maturity at two to four years of age. A sea otter
may live as long as twenty years, although males generally live about ten years
and female otters fifteen.
The sea otter does not have a clearly defined mating season, and pups may
be born at any time during the year. Most pups are born in the late spring after a
six-month gestation period. Pups weigh from three to five pounds at birth, and
may stay with their mother for a year. Almost all females give birth to single
pups, with a very few having twins.39
Most of the food items sought by the sea otter live in or on the ocean floor.
Feeding takes place mostly in water 150 feet deep or less, although otters have
been known to dive up to 325 feet. Water depth often forms the limit of where

36

James Bodkin, "Sea Otters," in Seals, Sea Lions, and Sea Otters (Anchorage: Privately
Published, 2000), 74.
37 William H. Dall, Alaska and its Resources (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1870 Reprint,
City not given: Arno Press, 1970), 490.
38 Bodkin, "Sea Otters," 76-7
39 Ibid., 76-7

sea otters live, with most animals being found in close proximity to the coast.
Deep water can also form a geographical barrier for the sea otters, because if they
cannot dive deep enough to reach food, they will generally avoid the area. Sea
otters are not usually migratory, living out their lives within several tens of miles
of coastline. Males and young otters tend to range more than others.
Nevertheless, owing to the rather sedentary nature of the otter, geographical
barriers, such as deep water, may restrict the flow of new genetic material into
isolated populations.40
While sea otters often rest in groups, sometimes as large as several
hundred individuals, they usually feed solitarily. Sometimes, however, if there is
a concentration of food, many otters will feed in a small area. The sea urchin is
the favorite food of the otter, although otters eat over one hundred species of
animals.41
Sea otters do not have blubber, as do many other species of sea mammals.
Instead, the otter must rely on their fur to keep them warm. The sea otter has the
densest coat of all mammals, having up to one million guard hairs per square inch.
The guard hairs protect the soft under fur, and keep the undercoat and skin dry.42
The largest otters are found in the northern portion of their range. As the
conditions that these animals have to face are more severe than those in more
southern waters, their coats were also the most dense and desirable to the fur
hunters and traders. The prime coat of the northern otters is typically much
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darker in color than those otters to the south, and often carries a richer gloss. The
southern otters' coat is also shorter in length.43
The fur trade had a devastating effect on the sea otter. Their population
was reduced from around 300,000 to only a few hundred in about 170 years.
From the period between 1742, when the first Russians began hunting the otter, to
1911, when they were protected, an estimated 500,000 to 900,000 sea otters were
harvested. Through aggressive management policies, the sea otter has recovered
very well, and at the present time occupies more than half of its original range.
Two maps of the otter's range are located at the end of the chapter (Figures 7 and

8).44
The hunting of the sea otter was done mostly by the Aleut and Tlingit
natives in Alaska, even after the Russian occupation. Generations of hunting sea
mammals for food and survival had taught the natives the best methods, and had
honed their abilities. The Russians were poor otter hunters, lacking the skill and
accuracy of the Aleut hunters. The use of firearms also tended to scare away the
otters from the area where the hunting was taking place, and otters that had been
shot sank and were lost if not recovered in time. Thus, the Russians, including the
Russian American Company, pressed the native Alaskans into their service in
order to obtain otter pelts. Aleuts did most of the hunting, as they were very
unwilling to oppose the will of the Russians after the massacre of their people by
the Russians in the late 1760s. While the Russian American Company did pay the
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Aleuts for their efforts, they were still little more than slaves.45 The Tlingits
hunted otters for trade with the Russians and other foreigners, but were never
employed by the Russian American Company for this purpose.
When being hunted for the Russian American Company, the sea otter was
pursued by a group of Aleuts in bidarkas. The Aleut bidarka was a lightweight
skin canoe, usually made to be used by a lone occupant. After contact with the
Russians, bidarkas for two or three occupants became more prevalent. Bidarka
was the Russian name given to these boats, and literally meant "little skin
canoe."46
The weapon used by the Aleut huntsman would be small darts propelled
by a sling or throwing board. The darts would be attached to a line, which could
be used to retrieve an errant dart or an otter once it had been struck.47 The hunters
would form a line perpendicular to the coast and would paddle softly along the
shore. When an otter was spotted, the man closest to it would throw his dart if he
were close enough, but he would also alert the other members of the group by
raising his paddle. The bidarkas at the edge of the line would then rush forward
and form a circle around the animal, which by now would have dived to attempt
its escape. When the otter would surface, the natives would try to strike it with
their darts, which, along with the close presence of the humans, would cause the
otter to dive again. The time the otter would spend beneath the water would
gradually become less as the animal tired, especially if it were wounded. At some
point in the pursuit, the animal would finally be darted and collected. The otter
45
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was given to the hunter who struck it first or whose dart was closest to the
animal's head.48
Sea otters were skinned, and the skin stretched and prepared in a similar
manner as a beaver. Other animal skins, such as foxes, are stretched in a natural
manner, meaning that the finished skin appears just as it would if it were being
worn by the animal it belonged to. A beaver or sea otter skin is removed from the
animal, opened, and stretched over a hoop. The resulting fur is circular in shape.
The tail of the otter was often cut from the pelt and sold separately. A finished
sea otter pelt may be six feet long by four feet wide. A picture of a sea otter pelt
can be found on page 107 (Figure 14).49
The Aleut people originally inhabited the Aleutian Islands and some of the
western portions of mainland Alaska. The Aleuts settled in this region around
10,000 years ago, and at the time of contact with the Russians, numbered from
15,000 to 25,000 individuals. Russian contact was terribly detrimental to the
native population owing in large part to the diseases the traders and hunters
brought with them. The Alaskans had little or no resistance to smallpox, measles,
tuberculosis, venereal disease, and pneumonia, all of which took a harsh toll on
the Aleuts.50
The Alaska Peninsula and the Aleutian Island chain is a very inhospitable
region. Vladimir Jochelson, a Russian anthropologist, described the Aleutian
Islands as follows:
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All of the islands are of volcanic origin, and are covered with high
mountains, among which are both active and extinct volcanoes.
The shoreline is irregular, the rocky mountains sloping abruptly to
the sea. The bays are shallow, full of reefs, and dangerous for
navigation. The vegetation is luxurious though limited to grasses,
berry-bearing shrubs, creeping [plants], and varieties of low
willows.51
Added to the rugged landscape is a harsh climate. The warm waters of the
Pacific Ocean meet and mix with the comparatively cool waters of the Bering Sea
along the length of the Aleutian chain, which gives rise to almost incessant wind,
rain, and fog. Severe storms often beat the islands, and winds of high velocity are
a common occurrence. Because of the almost constant winds and lack of sunlight
owing to the prevalent foggy conditions, no trees grow on the islands.""
Aleut villages were made up of a large group of relatives. Aleut houses
were large, and built underground. Several families lived inside each of these
houses, and a village could have up to four of these dwellings. When an Aleut
male reached adolescence, he was sent to the village where his mother was from
and was raised by her brothers). While it is not certain, many experts feel that
family linage was traced through the mother's side of the family. Aleut society
was made up of three classes, an upper class, a middle class of common
individuals, and slaves. Wealth and status were highly respected in their
society.53
The Aleuts relied upon the sea for their livelihood. They were very adept
at hunting sea mammals, and regularly took sea otters, seals, and sea lions. Fur
seals and whales were also taken on their seasonal migrations through the area.
51 Ibid.,
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Most of the Aleut people lived along the coast or on the islands between Unimak
Island and Kodiak Island, owing to more abundant game populations in that area
of Aleut habitation. Cod and halibut were also taken, as were salmon, which were
netted or trapped as they made their way up the spawning streams in the region.
Shellfish, mollusks, and sea urchin eggs were included in the Aleut diet, as were
several types of kelp and seaweed. Many different species of birds and their eggs
were also harvested for use as food. In addition to products of the sea, various
berries and roots were gathered in season. For those inhabitants on the mainland,
bears and caribou also made up some of their diet.54
The Aleut people and their ability to hunt sea otters were so important to
the Russians that when Sitka was founded, the Russian American Company
settled many Aleuts in the new town. Even before the founding of the company,
the Aleut people had done most of the hunting for the Russians, as well as other
types of work. As will be seen in the following chapter, the Russian hunters and
fur traders had early on broken the spirit of the inhabitants of the Aleutian Chain.
This allowed the Russians to force the Aleuts to hunt and work against their will,
a practice continued by the Russian American Company when it was established.

54

Ibid., 17.

26

Alaska
Canada

Figure 7 top, Figure 8 bottom: Both pictures taken from Seals, Sea Lions, and
Sea Otters (Anchorage. The Alaska Geographic Society, 2000 Volume 27. #2),
88.

Alaska

Canada
\ Kodmk hi
Shurra^n &

Sea otter populations that survived the fur harvest and
provided the nucleus for recovery of the species

27

CHAPTER 3
RUSSIAN EXPANSION AND HER NORTH AMERICAN COLONY
Sitka's history actually begins in eastern Russia in the late sixteenth
century. Russia at this time had only recently shaken off her subjugation by the
Mongols, and was beginning to expand her borders. The Ural Mountains marked
the edge of the lands held by the Russian nation until 1584.55 A family of
merchants, the Stroganovs, engaged in salt refining and fur trading on the Kama
River, on the west side of the Ural Mountains during Ivan the Terrible's reign
(1533-1584). This proved to be profitable, and over time they pushed their
trading interests over the Urals as far as the valley of the Ob River.56
Russia Expands Across the Asian Continent
But the Russian state could not extend her borders to the east owing to the
hostility of the Tartar prince, Kuchum Khan. The khan ruled the area to the east
of the Urals that encompassed the valleys of the Ob, Irtish, and Tobol rivers. His
capital was the city of Sibir.
Yermak Timofeief was a Cossack from the Don region, who by
committing brigandry on the Volga River had attracted the ire of the Czar's
soldiers and had fled to the east to prevent his capture. In 1584, he convinced
Maxim and Semyon Stroganov to finance and supply an expedition whose
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purpose was to cross the Urals, open the region to Russian exploitation and
retaliate against Kuchum Khan for his raids.58
Yermak gathered a group of 5000 and headed east across the Urals.
Because of sickness, exhaustion, and losses caused by Tartar scouts, by the time
Yermak was prepared to engage the khan in battle, his group was down to about
1500. The fight began on the banks of the Irtish near where it joins with the
Tobol; the expedition was outnumbered, but managed to defeat the Tartar
warriors. Yermak and his group then advanced to Sibir and took the city.59
After considering his precarious position, in that he was far from any
Russian reinforcements, Yermak decided to offer his newly won land to the czar.
The czar approved, pardoned Yermak, and sent him reinforcements.60 Over the
next few years, the Russian hold on the region won by Yermak and his men was
strengthened, and eventually the Russians established their first ostrog, or fort,
west of the Urals at the junction of the Tobol and Irtish Rivers. This later became
Tobolsk, the city from which many of the future expeditions into Siberia
originated.61
The march across the Asian continent had begun, an amazing feat,
considering how much land was traversed in such a short amount of time. In
1604, Tomsk was established on the Ob River, effectively bringing the land to the
west firmly under the control of the Russian czar.62
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It should be noted here that those who were engaging in the exploration
were not scientists or explorers, but were fur trappers and traders and others
looking to make their fortune. Known historically as promyshlenniki, these men
ranged far ahead of the Russian soldiers and authorities, exploring and opening
lands further to the east than what had been explored previously by Russian
people. In their efforts to open new lands to the fur trade, they cleared the way
for the Russian government to extend its dominion across the entire Asian
continent.63
The push continued at an extraordinary rate, with the Lena River being
reached in 1628. Shortly thereafter, in 1632, the Yakutski Ostrog was founded on
the Lena's banks. This later became the city of Yakutsk. Finally, in 1639, Andrei
Kopilof reached the Pacific Ocean on the banks of the Sea of Okhotsk. That same
year, the Okhotsk Ostrog was founded, which later became the city of Okhotsk.
The Asian continent had been spanned in less than sixty years, an amazing feat
considering the transportational limitations of the time, and the fact that the area
between the Urals and the Pacific was almost completely unknown to those
making the trek. Okhotsk became the last of the major early Russian settlements
that formed the primary route across the continent. From west to east, the route
passed first through Tobolsk at the junction of the Tobol and Irtish Rivers, then
through Tomsk on the Ob, through Yenisseisk on the Yenissei River, Irkutsk on
the Angara River (built in 166064), Yakutsk on the Lena River, and ended at
Okhotsk. The rivers are important to note in that at the time, they and their
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tributaries provided the easiest transportation across the country for the men and
their goods. A raft could be floated down or poled up a major river or tributary
more easily than the same distance could be covered on foot. Thus, the network
of rivers that make their way through the continent became highways of a sort for
the Russians exploring, hunting, and opening the continent to trade and
settlement.65
To the south, another important river was discovered by the Poyarkov
Expedition (1643-1645), this being the Amur. The Russians made an effort to
gain control of this region, but eventually were beaten back by the Chinese. In
1689, the Russians and Chinese signed a treaty that made the boundary such that
the Russians were completely excluded from the Amur Valley. A second treaty,
signed in 1727, controlled commercial enterprise between Russia and China along
the border, and required any commercial activities between the two nations to be
conducted at the border towns of Kiakhta and Maimachen. Kiakhta, located at
about fifty-one degrees north latitude and 107 degrees east longitude near the
present-day border between Mongolia and Russia, would eventually emerge as
the most profitable place to conduct trade, thus making it the principle
commercial site for trade between the two nations.66 This limitation of trade
between the Russians and Chinese forced the yet to be formed Russian American
Company to sell their furs either through Kiakhta or through foreigners in Canton
after the company assumed control of the Alaska fur trade.
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From Okhotsk, the Russians pushed on, ever in pursuit of fur and land. In
1706, the Russians reached the southernmost tip of the Kamchatka Peninsula,
leaving only the most northeastern portion of Asia unexplored.

rn

Owing to the

severe climate and the hostility of the local natives (the Chukchi), it would remain
so long enough to pique the interest of Peter the Great and set in motion the series
of events that would lead to the discovery of Alaska.

•TQ

Vitus Bering's First Expedition
Vitus Bering is traditionally granted credit for discovering Alaska. Bering
was born in Horsens, Denmark in 1681. Bering joined the Russian Navy at age
twenty-two, after having served with the British East India Company. He
progressed through the naval ranks, retiring at one point as he was unhappy that
he had not received a promotion that he sought. He returned a year later, after
being promoted to the rank he desired. In 1725, he was placed in charge of his
first expedition to explore the eastern coast of Russia.69
Vitus Bering's rise to prominence began with the Russian Emperor Peter
the Great. Peter brought sweeping changes to Russia after he assumed the throne
in 1689, in order to modernize Russia and protect her from the advances from
Western Europe. Peter had ruled jointly with his brother Ivan beginning in 1682,
but in 1689 assumed sole control of the throne.70 Among other things, he brought
in trainers for the Russian soldiers, teachers to instruct the nobility in etiquette,
and made several controversial orders affecting the everyday lives of the average
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Russian citizen. In addition to this, he also constructed a new capital, Saint
Petersburg, on the Russian coast of the Baltic Sea. Peter's changes helped to save
Russia, and during his reign, the nation grew into an imperial power and an
important player in European politics. Russia was also at war during Peter's
entire reign, save for a period of one year (1719-1720).71
Bering was not the first explorer sent by Peter the Great to explore the
eastern coast of Russia to determine if Asia and America were connected. Ivan
Yevreinov and Fedor Luzhin were ordered to go to Kamchatka and the
surrounding unknown regions and explore those areas, doing so in all directions
to see if the continents were connected. When this was completed, they were to
chart everything they had learned on a map. This expedition was for the most part
a failure, forcing Peter to fit out and commission another expedition.72
Late in 1724, Peter put together the orders for an expedition to the North
Pacific to determine whether or not Asia and America were joined. To head the
expedition, Peter chose Bering, and provided him with the following instructions:
• "To build in Kamchatka or in some other place one or two
decked boats."
• "To sail on these boats along the shore which runs to the North
and which (since its limits are unknown) seems to be a part of
the American coast."
• "To determine where it joins with America. To sail to some
settlement under European jurisdiction, and if a European ship
should be met with learn from her the name of the coast and
take it down in writing, make a landing, obtain detailed
information, draw a chart and bring it here."73
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While the czar had given Bering his instructions and would provide for the
trip, Bering still faced a journey across almost the entire Russian country, a
distance of approximately 5000 miles, to reach the place where his expedition
would begin.74 Peter assigned to Bering Martin Spanberg (also a Dane) and
Alexei Chirikof as lieutenants.75 As there was no settlement of any size in Russia
east of Yakutsk, and thus there were no ship building facilities, Bering had to
bring with him the ship builders, construction materials, and tools to complete the
job. Bering's job of transporting the needed equipment for his voyage was a large
one, indeed.76
Bering chose Okhotsk as the location where he would build his boats, and
the first part of the expedition left Saint Petersburg on January 24th or 25th
(depending upon one's source), 1725 Bering and the rest of his party left on
February 5th, both divisions joining one another on the 14th, and they arrived in
Tobolsk on the 16th of March. From Tobolsk on the 15th of May, the group went
down the Irtysh River, until they came to the mouth of the Ob, which they
followed upstream. When the Ketya joined the Ob, Bering and his group
followed the Ketya upstream to Makofska Fort, which they reached on July 19th.
From Makofska, the group portaged their gear and equipment to the Yenisey
River, which they followed upstream to its junction with the Tungusta, perhaps
the present day Angara. The group proceeded upriver on the Tungusta to Illimsk,
which they reached on September 29th. The greater portion of Bering's party
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wintered here, but Spanberg and thirty of the men were assigned to Ust' Kut,
where during the winter they built boats and barges to float down the Lena River
to Yakutsk when spring came and the river was navigable. On May 5,1726,
Bering and his expedition set out once more. The boats became somewhat
scattered on the Lena, and thus they landed in Yakutsk between June 1st and
tVi 77
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At Yakutsk, Bering secured the final provisions, including 600 horses,

flour, and 2000 leather sacks to haul the flour and other provisions, needed for the
70

journey to Okhotsk.

From Yakutsk, Bering split his expedition into three groups. One group
was to be led by Spanberg, one by Chirikof, and the other by Bering himself.
Bering took the group under his command and led it on an overland route to
Okhotsk. Bering reached Okhotsk on the first of October without a terribly
difficult trip. Yet, the weather was very unusual that year, and the cold came
early. Hence, the horses had a great deal of trouble en route to Okhotsk, and
many died of starvation. Owing to the lateness of the year once the group reached
the tiny coastal settlement, there was no way to provide food for the remaining
horses and in a short time they all died. This was to cause problems later, as
when Bering's men set about building living and storage facilities, there were no
horses to carry the materials. Chirikof s group got caught by the cold weather,
but was able to winter in Yakutsk and make the trip to Okhotsk the next spring
and summer. Spanberg was not so fortunate.79
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The party under Spanberg was to continue down the Lena to its junction
with the Aldan River. He was to continue up the Aldan to the Maya, and then up
the Maya to the Yudoma, and then up the Yudoma to a portage to the Urak River,
which flowed into the Sea of Okhotsk near the village of the same name. In
theory, this was a sound plan, but Spanberg's division got a late start (July 7th)
and the cold weather came very early that year (mid-August). Spanberg's party
was stranded by freeze-up at the mouth of the Yudoma River, and thus was forced
80
to build sleds that the men could pull by hand to travel overland to Okhotsk.
Spanberg loaded the most important materials onto the sleds and set out for
Okhotsk. The snow soon became impassible (up to six feet deep in places) and on
the 4th of November, they were forced to leave their sleds. Over the next eight
weeks the men were forced to sleep in the bitter cold without shelter. They would
have starved, as they ran out of food along the trail, but they found Bering's trail
and the dead horses and were able to continue on. Spanberg's group arrived in
Okhotsk in January of 1727.81
Ship carpenters had made their way to Okhotsk and had preceded Bering.
By the time Bering had arrived in Okhotsk, they were very well along in their
construction of a boat. With Bering's help, they finished the boat and launched
her on June 8,1727. The ship was named the Fortune, and on the 30th Bering
sent Spanberg across the Sea of Okhotsk to the Bolshaya River on the west side of
the Kamchatka Peninsula where he unloaded the supplies needed to construct
another boat and sent them and the ship builders across to the east side of the
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peninsula where the builders would construct yet another boat about twenty miles
upstream of the mouth of the Kamchatka River, where a fort was located (Ust'
Kamchatsk). Chirikof arrived at Okhotsk on the 3rd of July, bringing with him
more supplies.

o?

Bering had also acquired a ship owned by the tax collector at a nearby
port, and after repairing and overhauling the vessel, re-launched her on the 4th of
August. The Fortune had returned in the interim, and on the 21st, the whole
expedition set out for Kamchatka.83
The ships arrived at the mouth of the Bolshaya River on September 1st. It
was determined that the route traveling up river was not expedient, and thus the
party remained at the fort at the mouth of the Bolshaya River (Ust' Bol'sheretzk)
in order to build sledges so that the group could haul their equipment and supplies
to Ust' Kamchatsk. Some of the material was also floated down the Kamchatka
River after break up. The expedition divided into two groups, the first leaving on
January 4,1728, and the second, under Bering's command, left ten days later.
The sledges straggled into Ust' Kamchatsk between March 11th and May 20th.84
On June eighth, the Saint Gabriel was launched. Over the next month, she
was readied for sea and loaded with all the supplies for the voyage. On July 13th,
the Gabriel and her crew set out. Traveling in a northerly direction, they followed
the coastline. Bering and his crew were the first Russians to examine this part of
Russia's coast, so the voyage was entirely in unknown waters. August 9th saw the
expedition around Chkotski Cape, and on August 11th they sighted a large island
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to the southeast, which Bering named Saint Lawrence. On the 13th, Bering called
a meeting with his two senior officers, Chirikof and Spanberg, in order to
determine a course of action as they were in the vicinity of sixty-five degrees,
thirty minutes north latitude, and had yet to sight any land to the east. In
conversations with the local native people, the Chukchi, Bering had come to
believe that they had passed the easternmost point of the Asian mainland.
Spanberg was in favor of continuing north until the 16th, and then turning around
and heading back to Kamchatka. Chirikof was opposed to turning back, and did
not feel that they had fulfilled their duty as prescribed by Peter the Great.
Chirikof wanted to continue to the North and ascertain whether Asia and America
were joined.

Chirikof was also in favor of wintering in an area "... opposite of

Chukotski Cape, where according to the accounts of the Chukchi... there is a
forest."86 One can infer from the reference to the area being opposite of
Chukotski Cape that the natives knew of the presence of Alaska.
Bering chose to take Spanberg's advice, and the Saint Gabriel continued
sailing north until the 16th, when they reached the latitude of sixty-seven degrees,
eighteen minutes north latitude and turned around. On the 14th, the Russian coast
swung west (sixty-six degrees, six minutes north latitude), so by the time Bering
gave the order to turn about, he was certain that Asia and America were not
joined.87 On the 17th, the ship passed back through the strait later named for
Bering, and on this day they discovered one of the Diomede Islands, which would
later be named Big Diomede Island. While it is possible to see the Alaskan coast
85

Ibid., 140-5.
144-5.
87 Hulley, Alaska: Past and Present, 43
86 Ibid.,

from here, it was fogged in and was not seen by the sailors. On September 7th, the
ship and its crew reached the fort on the Kamchatka River. Bering and his men
wintered in Kamchatka and, after an abortive attempt to begin another voyage the
next year, he set out for Saint Petersburg.88
Shortly after Bering had left Saint Petersburg in 1725, Peter the Great
died. He was succeeded by his widow, Catherine I, who followed her husband in
death in 1727. Peter II then came to power, but he died in 1730. Empress Anna
assumed the throne in 1730. Thus it was to her that Bering made his report
concerning his voyage.
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The report was presented to Anna and the Academy of

Science on March 1st. Reaction was not favorable to Bering, and many were
disappointed in his findings and did not feel they were conclusive that America
and Asia were not joined.90
Bering's Second Expedition
Bering on the other hand, was very convinced not only that the continents
were not joined, but also that there was land to the east near Russia's eastern
coast. Several things that Bering observed convinced him of this. For one, while
on his voyages he found that the waves were small and the water shallow, which
indicated a narrow waterway. Bering had also found various species of trees that
were not indigenous to Russia that had been washed onto the shores of
Kamchatka. Also, he noted that various species of birds came from the east, and

88 Golder,

Russian Expansion On the Pacific, 146.
Companion to Russian History, 312-3.
90 Hulley, Alaska: Past cmdPresent, 44.

89 Paxton,

after several months in Russia, they returned to the east.91 Other signs of land to
the east included whales that were seen traveling from that direction that had
spear heads imbedded in them that were not made by any of the indigenous
peoples of Asia, and the occasional wreck of a foreign boat that would wash up on
the shore.92
Bering presented a proposal for a second expedition to Empress Anna in
1731, and in February, 1733 the first division of Bering's second expedition was
dispatched. Once again, Spanberg and Chirikof were given to him as lieutenants,
but this time, his instructions were more elaborate, and some rather impractical.93
This time, too, the expedition was much, much larger, as the authorities in Saint
Petersburg had required that there be scientists and various other people brought
along to act upon some of the empress' orders. Many of the men in this
expedition also brought along their families, which served to further increase the
numbers. The main part of the expedition did not arrive in Okhotsk until 1736.94
While the people may have arrived in Okhotsk in 1736, the majority of the
supplies had not. It is important to remember that all the material for the building
of the ship that could not be found in the natural environment or bought in
Yakutsk had to be carried with the expedition. This included all tools, iron pieces
for the boats, and even cannon and cannon balls for the ships once they were
built. In the 1700s, there were few roads to connect the cities, and none for the
majority of the distance from Saint Petersburg to Okhotsk. Thus, it took until
91 Ramond
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1740 to get all of the supplies into Okhotsk, although this was partially a result of
the squabbling that was taking place within the membership of the expedition much of it concerning Bering and his leadership. Bering was upset that the local
authorities were not performing their duties or rendering the amount of aid that he
needed to make everything run as it should. To this end, the Russian Senate sent
two officers to the region to speed up the operations. The authorities back in
Saint Petersburg and Moscow were becoming somewhat disgruntled with the lack
of progress made by Bering's expedition, something worsened by the amount of
money that the expedition was requiring. By this point, the whole expedition had
cost the Russian government 300,000 rubles. Bering had speculated in his
proposals that it would only cost 10,000-12,000 rubles. With the arrival of the
special officers, Bering found that a great deal of pressure was relieved, and they
could focus on the construction of two new boats for the expedition. The Saint
Peter and Saint Paul were launched on September 4,1740.95
Bering transferred his expedition from Okhotsk to Avatcha Bay on the
east side of Kamchatka in 1740. Avatcha Bay was the home of the newly built
port of Petropavlovsk, and it was from here in the summer of 1741 that Bering
launched his second voyage in search of the American continent.96
Bering left Avatcha Bay on the 5th of June. He commanded the Saint
Peter, and Chirikof was at the helm of the Saint Paul. The Saint Peter carried
seventy-five men, and the Saint Paul carried seventy-six. Georg W. Steller was
assigned to Bering's ship as the surgeon, but was also acting as the scientist sent
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along with Bering to examine America if Bering should find it. The ships sailed
together until the 19th of June, when bad weather resulted in the separation of the
two boats. Both captains spent several days looking for one another, but finally
had to resume their courses alone. From the point of their separation, Chirikof
continued east, while Bering's course took him slightly to the north of east.
Finally, first by Chirikof on July 15th, and Bering on the 16th, Alaska was
Q7
discovered.
Chirikof s easterly course brought him to the southeastern coast of Alaska,
near Cape Addington on Prince of Wales Island. From here, he turned north in
search of a harbor, but was unable to find one until the 17th. Here, in the area of
fifty-seven degrees north latitude, the men on the Saint Paul discovered a large
bay. Chirikof sent eleven men in one of the ship's small boats to explore the
bay's entrance. A projection of land concealed the boat and men inside the bay
from the larger ship, and thus when the boat failed to return, Chirikof had no idea
what had become of them. On the 23rd, Chirikof sent the second boat with four
men to try to find the missing crew and first boat. This included a carpenter,
caulker, and sailor in case something had happened to the first boat and it needed
repair. This boat also disappeared, although that day and night fire was seen in
the area around the bay. The boats and their crews were never recovered. The
next day, two boats full of natives came out to the Saint Paul, but kept their
distance and communication was not possible.98 This incident took place in the
general region of Sitka. The large bay that Chirikof sent his men to explore may
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very well have been Sitka Sound. The natives that approached the Saint Paul
were undoubtedly Tlingit Indians, making this the first contact between the
Russians and the indigenous people of southeast Alaska. Whether the natives had
anything to do with the disappearance of the boats and their crews is open to, and
has been the source of, much speculation."
After waiting a few more days, since they no longer had the means to get
to shore, Chirikof decided to turn about and head as quickly as he could back to
Kamchatka. Their water supply was low, and so it became something of a race
against time. On their way back, they sighted Afognak and Kodiak islands. On
September 9th, they succeeded in obtaining some water from the local natives in
the vicinity of Adak, and the Saint Paul made it home on the 10th of October.100
Bering's discovery was further north on July 16th, around fifty-eight
degrees north latitude. The men could see a large peak rising above a chain of
mountains, and as it was Saint Elias Day, the mountain was christened Mount
Saint Elias (18,008'). The Saint Peter followed the coast north until the 20th
when they were able to anchor on the lee side of Kayak Island. While the men
went ashore to get fresh water, Steller spent his time on land studying.101 He
discovered some native dwellings, and although they were unoccupied at the time,
they were not abandoned. He gathered vegetation samples, birds, and some
native artifacts before Bering ordered him back to the boat, threatening to leave
him if he did not come right away.102 Though he begged Bering to stay longer,
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Bering would not agree to it, and on the next morning, the Saint Peter sailed for
Kamchatka.103
Bering was already in the grips of scurvy when the Saint Peter had come
near to the Alaska coast. He was also worn out, and did not take the joy or
pleasure in the discovery that his men had when they sighted land. He was also
worried about the lateness of the year, and wanted to get back to Kamchatka
before the weather turned sour. As it turned out, they were already too late.
Bering set out on a southwest course, and over the next few days the ship
passed Kodiak Island, Chirikof Island, the Semidi Islands, and the Shumagin
Islands. The Shumagin Islands were named for the first sailor to die on the
th
voyage, and he was buried on one of the islands in the group. On September 24 ,
the weather turned foul, and for the next seventeen days the ship was battered by a
fierce storm. On the 30th of October, the Saint Peter passed the last of the
Aleutian Islands (Attu). On November 5th, the Saint Peter wrecked on the island
later named for Bering, and the men under Bering's command were forced to
winter there.104
By the time the Saint Peter ended her voyage on Bering Island, the men
on board were in bad shape. Even those men who were able to work were very
ill, and thus the unloading of the invalids and supplies from the ship was a very
difficult task. Bering himself was too sick to work or even stand. Bering Island
was uninhabited, but there were many animals that lived on or near the island.
Foxes appeared in vast numbers, and had little or no fear of man. To make
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matters worse, they dug up the dead, forced the men to stand watch over those too
weak to walk or defend themselves as the foxes would have attacked them, bit the
men, and stole anything they could carry off. In the first day when Steller and
another man were on shore to build a hut, they killed sixty foxes with hand tools
as the animals became aggressive. The day after, the men killed so many that
there were piles of foxes about the camp.105 Bering died on December 8,1741.
His men spent the winter on the island, and in the spring they took the remains of
the Saint Peter and built from them a new ship, smaller than the original, but sea
worthy and large enough to serve. On August 13,1742, the boat sailed, and on
the 27th, it arrived in Avatcha Bay.106 Thus ended the work of Vitus Bering, but
the furs with which his men returned to Russia signaled only the beginning of the
history of Alaska.
Early Russian Exploration in Alaska
It did not take long for the news of the rich furs brought back by Bering's
crew in 1742 to spread throughout Russia. The Bering expedition returned to
Russia with several different types of furs, but the most attention was directed to
the sea otter. Sea otter pelts were highly sought after, mostly by the Chinese.
Thus, as so often happens, where there is wealth to be gained, entrepreneurs were
quick to follow.107
The entrepreneurs that sailed in pursuit of the otter and other furs were the
same type of promyshlenniki who had pushed across Russia in pursuit of the
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sable's fur. The Siberian regions during this time were a place of exile for
criminals or those out of favor with the Russian government, and thus, most of the
men who went in pursuit of fur in Alaska were of questionable character at best,
and barbaric at worst. This was to have a severely adverse impact upon the native
populations of Alaska, and especially the Aleuts, who inhabited the areas first
explored and hunted by the Russians.108
It should be noted here that those setting out to hunt the sea otter and other
furs in the land to the east were not endowed with a great deal of seafaring ability.
The geography of the region greatly helped these men and the future explorers
and hunters, as the Komandorski Islands and Aleutian Chain formed a natural
pathway to mainland Alaska. Most of the islands can be viewed from one
another, which greatly eased travel between Russia and Alaska.109
The first voyage in pursuit of furs was put together and overseen by Emil
Bassof. He and his men returned to Bering Island in 1743, and over-wintered
there. This proved to be lucrative and, in 1744, they returned to Kamchatka with
a good cargo of otters and other types of furs. In 1745, Bassof set out again for
the Komandorski group of islands (Bering Island is part of this group), and this
time divided his attentions between Bering and Copper islands. This voyage was
also successful, and they returned to Russia with a cargo consisting of 2000 blue
fox, 2000 fur seal, and 1600 sea otter pelts. While Bassof s voyages were the
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first, they opened the floodgates to more traders and merchants in pursuit of the
riches to be had in the form of an otter, seal, or fox.110
Shortly after Bassof s first voyage, another group set out in pursuit of furs.
Lieutenant Lebedef, commander of the Kamchatkan post at Bolsheretsk, hired
two merchants to finance an expedition to explore and hunt sea otters. Michael
Nevodchikof was chosen to command this endeavor, and the group succeeded in
reaching the eastern end of the Aleutian Islands. The group wintered on Attu, the
eastern most of the Aleutians, but during the winter their pursuit of, and intimacy
with, the local native women caused trouble between the Russians and the natives.
The Russians responded by killing all of the Aleut males that lived in the village
on Attu, thus beginning the horrid treatment of the Aleuts by the Russians that
was to stretch on for the next generation and more.111
The promyshlenniki followed the Aleutians and eventually the Alaskan
gulf coast as they sought furs. As they decimated the otter and other fur
populations around the nearest islands, it forced the hunters to move east to other
islands. When the mainland of Alaska was reached, the hunters continued east
along the Alaska Peninsula and the Gulf of Alaska. From the period 1750-1775,
six to twelve voyages left Kamchatka yearly for the fur grounds in the Aleutians.
Many of these vessels were shoddily constructed, and about one third of all the
ships that sailed for Alaska were lost. Ship building conditions were still similar
to those experienced by Bering a few years earlier, and thus many of the items
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used in the construction of the ships utilized by the Russian fur hunters had to be
brought overland from Irkutsk or Yakutsk.112
From 1743 to 1754, the Russians made voyages to the Komandorski
Islands and to the Aleutian Islands nearest to the Kamchatka coast. The
generation from 1754 to 1780 saw the Russian influence extend through the entire
Aleutian chain, the Alaska Peninsula, and Kodiak Island. Near the end of this
period, the Pribilof Islands were also discovered. The years from 1780 to 1799
saw the first Russian settlements in Alaska, and the Russian furriers were hunting
and exploring along Alaska's gulf coast and into the panhandle region.113
It is important to note that not until after the turn of the nineteenth century
did any Russians proceed further down the Alaskan gulf coast than where
Chirikof had been when he first sighted land in 1741. For the most part, the
Russian exploration that followed Bering and Chirikof basically filled in the
outline of the map of what the Bering Expedition had discovered.
The early years of the hunting and exploration saw a comparatively large
number of voyages by a number of individuals or small companies. As the ships
had to sail farther and farther from Kamchatka to find fur populations large
enough to produce a profit, fewer and fewer people could afford to finance the
voyages. This led to the formation of a few larger companies and more stringent
competition. Voyages also had to last longer so that they could obtain more furs
to finance the endeavor.
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This period also saw unspeakable brutality by the Russians toward the
Aleut natives. As the Aleuts were quite skilled at hunting the sea otter and other
fur bearing animals, the Russians soon forced the men to hunt for them. This was
usually effected by the taking of hostages; in one case the hostages included two
hundred daughters of the Aleut chiefs. But hostage taking and forced labor was
not the worst that the Russians had in store for the Aleut people.114
The hunters' activities left behind them few animals for the Aleuts' use.
Coupled with the brutality of the Russians, often including rape, theft, or even
murder, the Aleuts soon had enough and wished to rid themselves of the Russian
scourge. In 1762, the Aleuts destroyed the five Russian ships and their crews in
the eastern Aleutians on the islands of Umnak and Unalaska. Had a vessel
returning from Kodiak Island not discovered this, the fates of the Russians and
their ships may never have been conclusively solved. But when this lone vessel
carried word of the Aleut uprising back to Russia, vengeance on the Aleuts was
soon to follow. Perhaps the most notable was the campaign of Ivan Solovief who
went back to the islands of Umnak and Unalaska and set about destroying the
native villages located on the islands. The result was the total and utter
destruction of every village on Umnak Island and the Isle of Four Mountains, the
destruction of eighteen of the Unalaska Island villages, and the destruction of
several villages on Unimak Island. Several thousand Aleuts died, many were
raped, and the destruction of property was great. The Aleut people never raised a
challenge against the Russians again.115
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Grigory Shelikov
The first permanent settlement in Alaska was the result of the efforts of
Grigory Shelikov. Shelikov was born in Ryl'sk in 1747, and moved to Irkutsk in
1773 where he began his trading business.116 On August 17,1781, Shelikov
joined with the brothers Ivan L. and K.S. Golikov in an agreement over ten years
to fund joint hunting ventures and establish settlements and forts in Alaska.
Shelikov had previously invested in hunting ventures to the Aleutians and
surrounding areas with I.L. Golikov and other merchants.
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In 1783, Shelikov finished arrangements to go to Alaska for the purpose of
founding a permanent settlement. On August 16th, he and his wife, along with
192 men left on three ships from Okhotsk. The ships were the Three Saints, Saint
Simeon, and Saint Michael. Shelikov and his wife traveled on the Three Saints.
On the twelfth, the Saint Michael was separated from the other two ships by a
gale. After some time was spent in search of the missing vessel, the other two
ships continued on to Bering Island, where they wintered. The ships left Bering
Island in June of the following year (1784).118
The Three Saints and Saint Simeon reached the location where the
settlement was to be established on August 3rd. The location chosen was on the
southeastern side of Kodiak Island, and the bay on which the new town was
placed was named Three Saints' Bay, after Shelikov's ship.119 Aleksandr Baranof
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would later move the settlement on Kodiak Island to the northern part of the
island where the present-day city of Kodiak exists.
While construction on the new settlement was getting under way, Shelikov
sent out men to explore the region and make contact with the local natives. The
locals were not happy about the new interlopers, and preparations were soon
being made to drive the Russians from the island. When the attack came, it was
fierce, and the natives fought very hard. These things not withstanding, the
Russians were able to repulse the attack, although not without great difficulty.120
The natives were still hostile, and from time to time would attack small groups of
the Russians out hunting, exploring, or on other errands. Through strong
defensive measures taken in response to these attacks and a continued show of
force, the Russians were gradually able to gain peace with the natives. Over time,
the natives' hostility toward the Russians faded, and normal relations were
established. The Russian men soon had taken a number of the native women as
mistresses and wives, bringing about many children. The offspring of the unions
between Russians and native Alaskans were referred to by the Russians as
Creoles.121
In May of 1786, after things were well established, Shelikov and his wife
headed back to Russia. He left explicit instructions with a man named Samoilof,
the chief manager of the new settlement and operations in Alaska, that he was to
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extend Russian control to the east and south and to exclude rival traders from
1
these areas. ~
In 1790, the Swedes and Russians were at war. This prompted the Swedes
to procure an English privateersman with fourteen guns to sail to the Pacific and
crush Russia's fur trade. Understandably, this alarmed Shelikov, and even more
so, as a ship full of supplies was near ready to sail to Kodiak. This ship would be
the first to head for the American colony in two years, and the supplies were
greatly needed.

19^

But over and above this, Shelikov felt that he could not trust

his chief manager in an emergency. Shelikov, displeased with Samoilof, had
replaced him with a Greek man by the name of Eustrate Delarof in 1789 But
Delarof had also not met with the founder's approval. As such, Shelikov again
sought a replacement.124
Aleksandr Baranof
Aleksandr Baranof was born in Kargopol in 1747 into a lowly trading
family as the eldest of four children - one brother and two sisters. His education
was scant, but probably through working with his father who had to keep business
records, Baranof learned to read and write. He married and later fathered a
daughter, but in 1780 he left his family to go with his brother to Siberia to trade.
Shortly after moving to Irkutsk, Baranof established a glass factory, which proved
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to be successful. Even so, Baranof and his brother decided to go into the Anadyr
River region and trade. In 1788, they embarked in pursuit of this goal.125
By 1790, the brothers had gathered a large number of furs, and they set out
for Yakutsk to cash them in. On the way, some of the local natives, the Chukchi,
held the brothers up and stole all of the furs at gun point. This was important in
two respects, first that it sent Baranof to Okhotsk to register a complaint with the
district's military commander, where he would cross paths with Shelikov.
Secondly, the guns and munitions that the Chukchi used to rob the Baranofs' were
weapons traded to them by the brothers. This incident helps to explain Baranofs
reticence to trade weapons to the Tlingits or other Alaskan natives later in his
life.126
When Baranof made his complaint in Okhotsk, the man to whom he
complained, Johann Koch, knew of Shelikov's desire to replace the manager in
Kodiak. Baranofs abilities fit the job description, and Koch was able to get the
two men to meet. This was more difficult than it sounds, as Baranof had been
offered the post in the past and had turned Shelikov down, something that had
offended the latter party. Baranof took some time to think about it, but on August
30,1790 he was on the ship bound for Kodiak.127
The Russian American Company
Even before Baranof had been engaged to take over the leadership of
Shelikov's Alaska interests, the merchant Shelikov had been seeking a way to
further his business ventures in America. He formed the idea of a monopoly,
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where his company would be the sole entity hunting or trading in Alaska. His
concept was not without basis, as the Hudson's Bay and East India companies
were examples of similar ventures of English origin. Also, Shelikov had the
strongest claim to the Alaskan region, as his company was the only one with a
permanent settlement larger than a trading station in Alaska. As such, he and his
partner Golikov endeavored to gain this concession from the empress, Catherine
II, and started working toward that goal in the late 1780s.
Shelikov and Golikov were granted permission to present themselves
before the empress in early 1788.

Upon completion of their petition, the

empress referred the matter to a committee appointed to consider all aspects of the
North American fur trade. The committee returned later in the year with a
favorable recommendation regarding Shelikov's proposal, but for reasons that are
unclear, Catherine denied the request for a monopoly. She did order swords and
gold medals presented to each of the merchants for their efforts, and issued a
proclamation that gave the Shelikov company exclusive control over the areas it
currently occupied.129
Shelikov did not give up on his idea for sole control of the Alaska fur
trade, and continued to hope that eventually he would be granted the monopoly he
sought. A benefit to Shelikov's interests in the future appeared when Nikolai
Rezanof fell in love with the merchant's daughter. Rezanof was a nobleman, and
held some sway in the empress' court. He was intrigued with Shelikov's
ventures, and soon became deeply involved with them. His visions for the
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company were even more grand than his father-in-law's, as Shelikov only sought
a business monopoly. Rezanof desired privileges and rights similar to those held
by the previously mentioned English companies.130
Shelikov was never to see his visions come to fruition. His death in 1795
was unexpected, as he was only in his late forties. His business ventures fell to
his wife, Natalia, who was also very adept in the world of business. Rezanof,
who continued to push for a monopoly in Saint Petersburg, aided Mrs. Shelikov in
her efforts. He was seemingly on the verge of success when the death of the
empress took away his opportunity. Her successor, Paul I, was opposed to
granting the company a monopoly, and Rezanof found that he had to begin his
efforts all over again.131
In 1798, the widow Shelikov joined with an Irkutsk merchant named
Muilnikof and two other small fur companies in 1798 to form the United
American Company. The joining of the companies tended to stabilize the balance
of power in the fur trade, as some of the rival companies to the Shelikovs had
seen the late merchant's death as an opportunity to usurp some of the power and
hunting areas once enjoyed by the Shelikov-Golikov company.132
During this time, Rezanof had gained the favor of Emperor Paul, with the
result that in 1799, the emperor finally consented to grant the Shelikov company a
monopoly. The United American Company was renamed under the monopoly
charter, and became the Russian American Company. The company's charter
was to last for twenty years, and granted them exclusive control over the
130 Ibid.,

377
377-9.
132 Ibid., 378-9.
131 Ibid.,

55
discoveries in America south to fifty-five degrees north latitude, as well as the
islands on the Asian side from the Komandorskiis to Japan. In addition to giving
the company complete control over the fur trade, the monopoly also included
anything that the company may use to profit by. The company was also
commanded to explore and discover new lands, and to occupy them once they
were discovered. The company was given permission to employ any free man, as
well as serfs if their landholders granted permission. The company was to
maintain a mission to the natives, and seek to convert them to Christianity
(Russian Orthodoxy) and secure their allegiance to Russia. The company also
became the governing body in the North American territories under Russian
jurisdiction, with judicial authority over minor disputes and issues. Aleksandr
Baranof was appointed as chief manager of the company, and became the highest
authority in the region.133
Figure 9: Russian American Company Flag
Taken from Alaska State Parks Informative Sign At Castle Hill in Sitka
Hill

133 Ibid.,
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CHAPTER 4
SITKA BECOMES A REALITY
Baranof had been considering establishing a new settlement in
southeastern Alaska for some time when he finally was able to make the
arrangements and set his plan into motion during the winter of 1798-1799. When
all was in order, Baranof and his party set out for Sitka Sound from Kodiak in
April of 1799.134
Baranof had journeyed to southeastern Alaska in 1795, and some of his
men had explored Sitka Sound the following year. In the three years following,
Baranofs men hunted sea otters around what was later named Baranof Island, the
island on which Sitka was eventually founded. Several explorers also plied the
waters of Sitka Sound in the years before the Russians were able to found a
settlement there, including the Spaniard Quadra (1775), and the British explorers
Cook and Dixon (both in 1778).135 Dixon named the sound Norfolk Sound, the
name by which most of the early explorers referred to it. After the Russians
settled in the area, this name gradually fell out of favor.136
Baranof had several reasons for founding a new settlement. The influx of
explorers had indicated to him the interest in Alaska by other nations. As the
Russians had a very precarious hold on Alaska through the settlement at Kodiak,
Russia was in need of strengthening its claim to the region. This was disturbing
to Baranof, but what was most unsettling to him was the large number of traders
134
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from other nations who were encroaching on the fur trade. As Baranof would say
in some of his writings:
There are many places in America beyond Yakutat which, for the
good of the Fatherland, ought to have been occupied by Russians
long ago, instead of Europeans, amongst whom the English have
set up a very profitable trade on those shores as far as Nootka
itself. Several of their ships arrive each year - they pay the
Americans very generously for their products. They exchange a
great many rifles and cartridges, which the natives are very proud
of. But good spirits and fearlessness are needed to overcome the
initial difficulties, qualities which one hopes it will always be
possible to find in the Russian people. To settle America as far as
Nootka and thereby bring honor to the Fatherland is a deed worthy
of praise. To the Fatherland we are duty bound to sacrifice our
1 ^7
peace and life both by our oath of allegiance and our conscience.
Baranof echoed this sentiment in another letter:
At the moment there is no one at Nootka, neither English nor
Spaniards; it has been left empty When they arrive, however, they
will of course attempt to spread their trading area and to stake a
claim in our area. I have heard from the Americans that they intend
to form a special company, to settle permanently near the Queen
Charlotte Islands, in the direction of Sitka. Maybe the Imperial
Court can grant us protection from interference with our trading
and hunting by foreigners, if, that is, the Company's case can be
well presented to the Throne. This could be very important at
present, while Nootka is unoccupied by the English and while the
Spanish and English courts and the American republic are at war
with France. The benefits from those areas would be so important
that I would hope the State would gain by millions in the future.
One need only consider the fact that more than ten years have
passed with six to ten English or American vessels visiting the
place every year. Now if each vessel loads less than 1,500 sea otter
pelts they run at a loss, but at various places on that shoreline it is
not unusual to barter from two to three thousand. Say we take the
middle figure of 2,000 for six ships per annum, then that gives us
12,000 pelts, and again, even if we take the lower figure of 10,000,
it follows that over ten years this becomes 100,000. If we then say
that a sea otter changes hands in Canton for 41 rubles, that would
be 4,500,000 rubles. Then take off 1,500,000 for expenses and
stores, that leaves 3,000,000 rubles clear profit over ten years.
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These profits, in all justice and natural law, should belong to
Russian subjects alone. But if we also add the fact that in Canton
there is a great deal of cheap "software" brought in through various
channels and that this cheap jumble spreads all over China, then
this will make a great hole in our Kiakhta trade, and in the end may
be able to stop commerce there altogether. The Americans tell me
that when our Kiakhta trade was closed they made terrific profits
and sold their imported software for 20% more. From which it
follows that the produce of the Canton trade influences the Kiakhta
trade. These same compelling reasons, obliging me to serve the
Fatherland, stimulated me to set up the settlement in Sitka in good
time and to find out how things stood locally, in Canton, and with
the visiting traders. I decided, whatever our weakness in numbers
and conditions, to set up at least some basic institutions and
acquaintances, and to wait for time to bring fuller fruits. It would
indeed be a great shame, if Europeans or another company should
cut these places off from us. If that were the case then all our
successes hitherto would be wiped out.
As an example of the number of traders coming and going from
southeastern Alaska, in April of 1799 the American ship Caroline under the
command of captain Richard Cleveland was anchored in Sitka Sound trading for
furs. In one month's time, Cleveland's ship was visited by the American ships
Hancock, Dispatch, Ulysses, and Eliza, and by the British ship Cheerful,139
The other major reason that prompted Baranof to found a new settlement
was the decline of the sea otter population around Kodiak and the other Russian
outposts in Alaska. As this was before the era of game management and
conservation, little attention was paid to maintaining a harvestable population,
with the result that the sea otter was disappearing in the regions targeted by the
Russian hunters. A settlement in southeast Alaska would provide a base nearer to
new hunting grounds, or at least to areas which did not receive the same pressure
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as those farther to the north.140
Baranof arrived in Sitka Sound on July 7,1799,141 and subsequently spent
six days searching the area for the site on which to establish the settlement.142
The best site in the sound for building, and that which Baranof would have
preferred, was already the site of a Tlingit village. As Baranof wished to remain
at peace with his neighbors, he chose a site on the coast six miles to the north of
the native village.143 Before the Russians commenced to build on the site,
Baranof purchased the land from Skayeutlelt, the local chief.144 While the
Tlingits agreed to the purchase, they did not understand that the Russians were
settling permanently.145
The site chosen by Baranof was on the east side of Sitka Sound. In terms
of a harbor, it was a good site, with a soft silt bottom and well protected from
poor weather behind Kruzof Island to the west. The sound remained ice-free
throughout the year, and Mount Edgecumbe provided almost a neon beacon to
indicate the entrance of the bay to the mariners seeking to enter the sound.146 The
sound also had a great enough tidal range to allow the Russians to beach their
ships for repair. This, coupled with the abundant timber on island, provided
several ingredients that would later lead to a shipyard in Sitka.147
Baranof Island, as well as the majority of southeast Alaska, is densely
populated with several species of trees usable in construction of boats and
140
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buildings.148 This was of obvious importance in terms of building materials, as
timber would be needed for the new settlement. Not only so, but due to the wet
climate the buildings would have to be replaced on a regular basis as the wood
tended to rot. The buildings lasted about twenty years before they would have to
be replaced. The Sitka spruce was the choice tree species for construction of the
new settlement.149
The resources of the area were abundant. Several nearby streams,
including one a very short distance from the fort, hosted salmon runs at various
times of the year, and salmon could also be procured by fishing in Sitka Sound.
Halibut and other bottom fish were populous in the sound, and not as subject to
seasonal availability as were the salmon. In early spring, great numbers of
herring congregated in the sound to spawn, and were easy targets due to the huge
numbers of fish in the schools. Shellfish, crabs, and mollusks of various species
were abundant in the waters around Baranof Island. On the island lived the Sitka
black-tailed deer, which though small, is prolific. The lush vegetation on the
island contained many edible plants, and several species of berries were abundant
in season. The soil and/or climate were not able to sustain large-scale agriculture,
but small gardens and hardy vegetables could be grown to supplement the diet of
the Russians.
The site of the new settlement was also beneficial in that it was closer for
those vessels that wished to trade with the Russians. Trade, especially in
foodstuffs, was to be a major reason why the settlements in Alaska were able to
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survive. The new site was also closer to California, where the Russians made
several trading trips to procure grain when Sitka and Kodiak were running low. It
should be noted that the Americans and others would have come to Kodiak to
trade it they knew the Russians would have been willing to do business with
them, so the benefit of the closer location is somewhat minimized.150
Construction of the new settlement began on July 15,1799.151 The new
1 Csj

settlement was named Saint Michael's Redoubt " (or Mikhailovsk in Russian),
1
after Saint Michael the Archangel.

For reasons that will become apparent later,

from henceforth this settlement will be referred to as Old Sitka. A painting of this
settlement can be found at the end of this chapter on page 68 (Figure 10).
The first winter at Old Sitka was rough, as the weather was often
inhospitable. Many storms hammered the area between October and January. As
provisions became scarce during the winter, and what they had was mostly yakuli
(dried salmon), scurvy created some difficulty among the inhabitants at Old
Sitka.154 Baranof was able to alleviate this somewhat by concocting some helpful
mixtures from roots and plants. The best weapon against scurvy was fresh food,
which the Russians sought to supplement by hunting and fishing.155 Forty sea
lions, 150 seals, halibut, and herring supplemented the standard provisions at Old
Sitka during the winter.156
By spring, the Russians had constructed barracks, a bathhouse, the
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commanding officer's quarters, storehouses, and surrounded it all with a stockade.
Blockhouses were also constructed for defense.

1 S7

The Tlingits were often on the Russians' minds, as there were some signs
of unrest due to the Russian presence. During the building of Old Sitka, ten men
were constantly on guard while the others worked, as the Russians felt the Tlingits
were untrustworthy.

1 CO

Baranof made an attempt to smooth relations on March

25,1800, when he and Skayeulelt met. Baranof presented the chief with a bronze
coat of arms and a testimonial saying that the natives had voluntarily ceded the
land on which Old Sitka was built and that the natives had been paid for the land.
The chief swore allegiance to Russia, and Baranof pledged that the Russians
would protect Skayeulelt and his people.159
The Tlingits around Old Sitka were undecided as to how they felt about
the Russian presence. Some had come to accept it and were friendly toward the
newcomers, while others remained hostile.160 Relations for the most part were
peaceful, although there were several times where Baranof foiled plots against his
life. Those Tlingits from outside the Sitka region were much less favorably
inclined toward the Russians.161
The summer of 1800 brought Baranof much hardship. Two hundred of
the company's Aleuts, on their way back to Kodiak, died in Peril Strait after
eating poisoned mussels that they had dug from the beach. Several ships
wrecked, meaning that much needed supplies were not going to be coming
157
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anytime soon, which also left Baranof without trade items. From Kodiak came
news of serious unrest, and due to all of this, Baranof left Old Sitka late in
1800 162 Still fearing the Tlingits, Baranof left strict instructions detailing the
defense measures to be taken. In his absence, those in charge at Old Sitka grew
lax in keeping up the defenses of the settlement, creating an opportunity the
watchful Tlingits did not pass up.153
The exact date not known, in June, 1802, the Tlingits attacked Old Sitka.
The native warriors swarmed out of the forest surrounding the settlement, and
joined by others landed on the beach by canoe, they reduced the little town to
smoldering ruins. All those men inside the fort were killed, while the women and
children were taken as spoils of war. Only those who were out hunting or were
engaged in work outside the fort were able to escape. Skayeutlelt was the
mastermind of the attack, acting as a general by directing from a hill close to the
fight. Katlean, a nephew of Skayeutlelt and also a chief, was one of the principal
leaders involved in the actual fighting.164 A painting of the attack on Old Sitka
can be found on page 68 (Figure 11).
Those blessed few who made a successful escape from the warriors'
onslaught gradually made their way to a pair of ships anchored in Sitka Sound.
The ships were the Alert, an American vessel commanded by Captain John
Ebbets, and the Unicorn, a British ship captained by Henry Barber. Both ships
were in Sitka Sound to trade with the natives. Some survivors requested that the
captains make an attempt to rescue those taken by the Tlingits, which the captains
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agreed to do. Captain Ebbets was able to gain the release of several prisoners by
ransoming them from the natives, but Captain Barber effected a more successful
strategy. When Chiefs Skayeutlelt and Katlean came to trade, Barber seized them
and held them in irons. He also threatened to hang them if the remaining hostages
and all the sea otter skins taken from the fort were not released to him
immediately. This tactic succeeded in the release of several more hostages, and
Barber received most of the sea otter skins taken from the storehouses. Barber
then took those refugees which Ebbets had on board his ship, and set out for
Kodiak.165 When Barber arrived in Kodiak on June 24th, Baranof was out on a
journey to Afognak Island and a few other sites, but he hurried back when he
heard of Barber's arrival.166 When Baranof returned, Barber demanded 50,000
rubles from Baranof for the release of the survivors, or Barber threatened to attack
Kodiak.
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Over a tense period of time, Baranof was able to get Barber to reduce

his demand to 10,000 rubles, which Baranof then paid.

1 £0

The reasons for the original founding of a settlement in southeast Alaska
remained as true after the Sitka massacre as they had before, and it was clear to
Baranof that he would have to make another attempt at placing a town in that
region. It took two years to gather the man-power and supplies to venture a re
taking of Sitka. Finally, in the summer of 1804, Baranof and his men set out for
Sitka Sound. With Baranof there were 150 Russians and over 500 Aleuts. In
addition to these forces, the Russians were joined by the Russian naval warship

165 Ibid.,

33.
Khlebnikov, Baranof, 37
167 Ibid., 38.
168 Andrews, Sitka, 33.
166

Neva, under the command of Captain Lisianskii, which was on a journey around
the world and had diverted to help Baranof retake Sitka.169
When the Tlingits realized that the Russians meant war, they abandoned
their village and moved to a more strongly fortified location at the mouth of the
Indian River.170 Baranof opened negotiations with the Tlingits, and offered to
forgive the assault on Old Sitka if the Tlingits would return any remaining
hostages from the destroyed settlement, give the Russians hostages from their
own members, and would move their village away from the Russians. The
Tlingits rejected this offer on July 18th.171
Baranof began the assault on the Tlingits by having the fortification at
Indian River bombarded from the Neva. This failed to have much effect, so
Baranof led a ground force in an attack on the native fort. This also failed, at the
cost to Baranof of ten dead and twenty-four wounded, Baranof being included
among the latter when he was shot in the arm. The failed attempt convinced
Baranof that the attack needed to be turned over to someone who understood
military tactics, and thus he placed command of the assault under Captain
Lisianskii.
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Lisianskii had the Neva towed closer to the shore and began a siege

of the Tlingit fortifications. During this time, a native canoe carrying powder to
the Indians in the fort was sighted and subsequently sunk by the Neva, causing the
natives greater problems as their ammunition supplies were dwindling.173
The Tlingits sued for peace on July 25th, but that night the Indians
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abandoned the fort and fled for a distant part of the island.174 The Russians
discovered this the next day (the 26th), and found in the fort the bodies of thirty
warriors. Also found were five dead children, who were killed so their cries
would not give away the fleeing Tlingits.175 Only two old women and a young
boy remained alive in the fort, although some warriors did remain hidden in the
woods for sometime afterward. These warriors killed eight Aleuts several days
after the siege ended.
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Captain Lisianskii felt that had the Tlingits had sufficient

ammunition, they would have continued to hold out. The fact that the Neva had
destroyed the canoe carrying powder to the Indians was indeed a turning point in
171
the battle for Sitka. The Russians destroyed the Tlingit village and fortification
on the 27th.178
The new Russian settlement on Baranof Island was founded with a
population of about 120 Russians and 800 Aleuts.179 This time, Baranof built
almost on top of where the native village had stood. The new settlement was
named Novo Arkhangelsk, or New Archangel.180 While this was the technical
name of the new town, it was often referred to, even by Baranof, as Sitka. The
name, "Sitka," was derived from the Tlingit word "Sheetkah," which means "in
this place," "this is the place," or "the best place." The name indicates the site's
superiority over any others in the region.181
The Tlingits had chosen well. The new site had all the advantages of old
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Sitka, but with a much better harbor. The harbor around the new site had three
entrances, one to the west and two to the east. The western portion of the harbor
varied in depth from thirty-five to sixty-three feet in depth, while the eastern part
of the harbor was slightly deeper, ranging from forty-two to eighty-four feet deep.
There were some rocks in or near the harbor, but these were mapped by the
Russians and recorded on subsequent charts.182
The new location was also strategic, in that it overlooked the mouth of the
harbor. Any ship that attempted to enter the sound could not do so without being
in view of the settlement, thus providing an important defensive advantage. The
Indian River provided security in that being so close to town it would be difficult
to cut off the water supply to the settlement. Also, the river supported a run of
salmon during the summer, providing an abundant food source for the residents.
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68

Redoubt St Michael bv

Figure 10 (top), Figure 11(bottom). Both paintings photographed at the Isabel
Miller Museum in Sitka

CHAPTER 5
SITKA UNDER THE COMPANY'S FIRST CHARTER
The Russians had accomplished their goal of settling in southeastern
Alaska for the second time. Throughout the winter following the retaking of
Sitka, the Tlingits were mostly peaceful, but their presence was felt in that they
would occasionally send a canoe or group of them to observe the Russians.
Baranof made another attempt to smooth relations with the Tlingits in July of
1805, when a peace treaty was signed with the natives.183
Sitka presented many problems in obtaining enough food for the residents
of the town. Between the poor soil and the harsh climate, agriculture was not a
viable option in Russia's North American colony. The countryside abounded in
fish and game, which provided a major portion of the diet for both the Russians
and the Aleuts, but it could not fulfill all of the dietary requirements to the
satisfaction of the Russians. The native people of Alaska had learned to subsist
on what they could get from the land and their environment, but with the number
of people in the Russian settlements, it is debatable whether or not these methods
could have supported that many people.
Ships were occasionally sent to supply the settlements in Alaska from the
Russian homeland. But due to the dangerous weather and sea conditions, many of
them were lost en route. As early as 1803 Baranof was forced to look elsewhere
for provisions. In that same year, the American captain O'Cain arrived in Kodiak
in hope of trading with the Russians. As they badly needed the supplies that
O'Cain had, Baranof consented to buy those things that were needed. As part of
183
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the agreement, the Russians sent a number of natives and their bidarkas with
O'Cain to hunt sea otters. The company received half of the furs, an agreement
that was to be the basis of many others to come with other captains, although not
always with the same percentage of furs going to the company.184
The Russians and Aleuts tried very hard to make agriculture viable in
Sitka. The ground was predominately rocky, and the Russians used seaweed for
fertilizer. K.T. Khlebnikov, the company clerk, observed that "No amount of soil
remains unturned around the fort to make gardens."

Small gardens provided

some fresh vegetables, although only the more hardy types could be grown.
Turnips, cabbage, lettuce, and cucumbers were grown, although a green house
was required for the cucumbers.186 In comparison to the other vegetables
cultivated at Sitka, potatoes grew very well. The yearly potato crop sometimes
exceeded 144,000 pounds.187
Raising livestock was also a difficult proposition. One of the largest
problems was that the damp climate made it very hard to cure hay. The frequency
of rain made it very hard to dry the grass before it was wetted enough to make it
rot. As such, it took a great deal of time and effort to procure enough hay for the
livestock. The cost of supporting a cow was the same as it was to support a
human, but if enough hay could not be obtained and grain was required to feed the
animal, the cost doubled.188 Pigs and chickens were easier to raise, as their diet is
more adaptable to conditions such as those found in Sitka. The Aleuts raised a
184
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number of each species of animal, which the Russians were able to purchase when
the need arose, along with eggs from the chickens. The quality of pork depended
very much on what they were fed. Those pigs raised on grain or potatoes had a
good flavor, while those fed on a diet of fish and/or shellfish had a very poor
flavor.
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Various different types of livestock occasionally appeared in Sitka; as

an example in the summer of 1805 there were four cows, two calves, three bulls,
one ewe and one ram, three goats, and a number of pigs and chickens.190
The town's stock of provisions had dwindled in the fall of 1805 enough to
cause some concern to Baranof. This had been exasperated by the arrival of
Nikolai Rezanof and his entourage earlier in the year. The worries were
alleviated to some degree in October, when they were able to buy the American
ship Juno and her stock of provisions from captain John D'Wolf.191 The Juno
was prepared and sent to Kodiak to bring back dried fish and oil for the Aleuts.
The purchase of the ship and its cargo, and the supplies from Kodiak helped to
bolster the stock of provisions enough to see the town through most of the winter,
but early in 1806 the food stocks were again dangerously low. By February's
end, about one-quarter of the Russians were ill with scurvy, and eight had died.192
Rezanof had previously recognized the limitations that the company
would face if they had to rely on shipments of food from Okhotsk or Kronstadt
and had speculated that trade with the Spanish in California or Chile would help
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alleviate them.193 With hardship staring Sitka squarely in the face, there was no
time like the present to make an attempt to open trade with the Spanish. To this
end, the Juno was once again readied for sea and Rezanof accompanied her to the
Spanish settlement at San Francisco. While he was unable to secure a trade
agreement with the Spanish, he was able to bring back a good supply of wheat,
oats, peas, beans, flour, salt, tallow, and other supplies.194 Shortly after returning
to Sitka, Rezanof left to return to Russia. While in California, he had become
engaged, but needed to secure the permission of the Russian Orthodox Church as
he and his fiancee, who was Catholic, were of different faiths. His health
deteriorated as he traveled across the Russian mainland, and on March 1,1807, a
great force inside the government for the Russian American Company was lost
when Rezanof died. Never again would the company hold such a favorable
opinion in the government in Russia.195
In part, the problem of supplying the company settlements in Alaska was
because of a lack of ships. The Russian far east did not have adequate ship yards
to produce enough for the needs of the company, and the supplies to build ships in
Okhotsk had to be shipped over the entire length of the Russian nation. A small
number of ships had been built in Alaska before this time, at Resurrection Bay
and at Yakutat, but it was very difficult with the facilities available. The lack of
sufficient vessels was aggravated further by the occasional loss of a company ship
to shipwreck. The long distance to be traveled from Okhotsk or Petropavlovsk
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over ocean that was frequently besieged with severe storms was sure to result in
some losses.196
After the formation of the company, the supply route shifted from Okhotsk
to Kronstadt on Russia's Baltic coast. This was because of the much higher
freight costs to go through Okhotsk, as supplies had to be sent from western
Russia to her eastern shores. Once this was done, the goods still had to travel
several thousand miles to reach their destination in Alaska. Thus, by cutting out
the middleman, so to speak, and sending the goods via sea from western Russia,
the costs were much lower and the tempestuous northern Pacific was avoided.197
But the new supply route also created problems. The Napoleonic Wars
were in full swing in the first part of the nineteenth century (1804-1814), and as
Russia took some part in these conflicts, her shipping was subject to predation by
rival nations. This served to cut the Alaskan colonies off from their supply route,
as the danger of loss curtailed much of the shipping that would otherwise have
been destined for the North American colony. Furthermore, the resources that
were required by the company were also needed in the war effort closer to home,
which, understandably, meant that those things which would previously have been
ear-marked for the American colonies were channeled to the European war
effort.198
In recognition of the opportunity provided by the local resources, Rezanof
ordered a shipyard built in 1805. An American shipwright, Lincoln, was hired by
the company in 1806 to construct a number of vessels and to teach the workers to
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build ships.199 In March of 1807, Lincoln completed and launched the first ship
built in the town's shipyard, which was named Sitka. That summer, the second
vessel, the Otkrytie (Russian for discovery) was launched. Lincoln stayed with
the company until 1809, when he left to pursue other ventures.200 Another ship
was added to the company's fleet in 1807 when Baranof purchased the Myrtle
from the infamous Captain Barber, who had ransomed the survivors of the Old
Sitka massacre and then demanded payment from Baranof at Kodiak. In addition
to the ship, the company also purchased the cargo of fur, provisions, arms, and
701
ammunition. The Myrtle was renamed the Kodiak.
Of the timber species located in the area, the Alaska cedar was the choice
for the construction of the hulls of ships.202 Also known as yellow cedar, the
Russians referred to it as dushnik, or scent-wood. The cedar wood was preferred
for its durability. The wood outlasted the Sitka Spruce, and the timber from firs
along the coast further to the south. Dr. Kellogg, a botanist in the employ of the
United States Coastal Survey, asserted that "For boat-building it is unsurpassed,
from its lightness, toughness, ease of workmanship, and great durability."203
Sitka spruce and hemlock were used as charcoal to melt the metals used in
shipbuilding, as the coal resources of Alaska remained mostly undeveloped
during Russian ownership.204
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Around 1806, the company took another step in providing food for its
inhabitants at Sitka.
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About sixteen miles south of Sitka, a stream issued out of

a large lake, over a small water fall of nine feet,206 and then flowed a short
distance to the ocean. The location provided sufficient waterpower for the
operation of mills. A small fort was constructed on the site, which came to be
known as the Ozersk Redoubt. A flour mill was constructed near the time of its
founding, in addition to which a tannery was also built.207 Around the mill and
buildings for the workers, a stockade was built to protect the inhabitants from
Tlingit attack.208 A quarry also operated in the area.209 Sir George Simpson, the
man in charge of the Hudson Bay Company, described the Ozersk Redoubt in
1842 when he was in Sitka:
On my way back, I stopped at what is called the redoubt, lying at
about equal distances from the baths and New Archangel. The
situation of this spot is curiously romantic. With little or no land in
sight, but lofty mountains, a lake empties itself by a picturesque
cascade into a channel of about fifty yards in width, which again
flows between perpendicular walls of nearly eight hundred feet in
height, into a deep indentation of the sea. Though, as a military
position, it may be hereafter valuable, yet, at present, it is applied
only to commercial purposes. Mills of various kinds avail
themselves of the fall, while the salmon, as they leap upwards, are
caught in weirs to the number of eighty or one hundred thousand
every season. The buildings stand on the dry part of the ledge of
rocks, down which the lake rushes into the channel beneath, being
kept in good order by an old soldier, with some twenty men under
his command.210
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One of the redoubt's principal uses was the catching and preparation of
salmon when they made their run up the stream during summer. From 60,000 to
100,000 salmon a year were captured here and prepared for use by the residents of
Sitka, the inhabitants of the other settlements in the colonies, and some fish were
also sold to visiting ships. The Russians blasted the river channel to create pools,
where they installed fences to trap the salmon.211 As the run of fish built in
strength, the salmon would be used fresh. When the run reached sufficient
numbers, the workers at the redoubt would begin preparing the fish for long-term
storage to be used in the months after the salmon were no longer present.

The

fish were placed in wooden tanks and salted. When they were sufficiently cured,
the fish were removed from the tanks and packed into barrels.
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Listed in order

of their runs during the summer, the stream received runs of red, pink, chum, and
silver salmon in season, the reds being the most desirable fish for eating. All
species were used for food, however. In addition to those fish salted and packed,
the workers at the redoubt also smoked some fish for use by the Aleuts. About
ten to twenty thousand of the salmon caught were prepared in this manner, which
was somewhat difficult due to the damp climate. In addition, much of the smoked
fish was lost to rats, resulting in only about half of the smoked salmon being
utilized for food.214
Salmon were also taken from Sitka Sound near the town itself. The pink
salmon appeared first, followed by the chum, and then the silver. The fish were
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taken in nets by a crew of nine men, operated from a boat designed for this
purpose. The salmon taken in this manner were used fresh, with the leftovers
being packed in barrels for later consumption. In addition to the salmon caught
near the fort, in February and March of the year the Russians would net herring as
they congregated near the shore to spawn. These fish were not eaten fresh, at
least by the Russians, but were salted and preserved in barrels like the salmon.
The Aleuts were also hired in the winter months to catch halibut. Ten men would
comprise the crew of a rowboat sent in pursuit of the flatfish, and the men were
paid ten rubles a month each to perform this service.215
In the winter of 1806-7, the Tlingits again made preparations for war
against the Russians. Under the pretext of fishing the annual herring spawning
run in the area where they had fished traditionally, a massive number of natives
gathered around Sitka. Through informants, the Russians learned that an attack
was indeed imminent, which was supported by increasing violence and attacks on
the Aleut and Russians working outside the fort. The Russians were greatly
concerned, as Baranof was away on other business, and the force inside the fort
was not sufficient to withstand the numbers gathered outside. Ivan Kuskof, who
was second in command in Russian America and who had been left behind to
oversee Sitka in Baranof s absence, had to act quickly. He invited the most
powerful of the chiefs into the fort, and through elaborate feasts, drinks, and
presents, was able to convince the Tlingits to abandon their war aims.216
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In 1808, Baranof moved the capital of Russian America to Sitka. As the
population of sea otters had been reduced to a fraction of what it had once been in
the northern region of the Gulf of Alaska, hunting trips from Kodiak required
traveling a long distance. This subjected the Aleut hunters and their Russian
overseers to many more dangers and difficulties than would have been
experienced on shorter trips. The amount of provisions required to support the
expedition also had to be increased a great deal to provide the members of the
party with sufficient food and supplies to gain a result that previously had been
received for a much lesser outlay of resources. With the settlement at Sitka, the
new town provided a base much nearer to the populations of sea otters remaining
that the company could profitably exploit.
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In addition, Sitka was in possession of all the requirements needed - a
deep harbor, vast amounts of timber usable in the construction of ships, and a
sufficient tidal range to allow for the repair of damaged vessels - to support a
shipyard. As discussed earlier in the chapter, one was already in existence and
functioning by the time the capital was moved to Sitka. Kodiak was not able to
provide these things, or at least not in sufficient amounts to make a shipyard
viable.218
The final reason that factored into the decision to move the capital to Sitka
was that it was to the Russians' advantage to trade with the American and British
ships that called there. Sitka's location was better suited to this, as it required the
ships to travel less distance. Sitka was also much closer to California, where the
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Russians occasionally had to make trips to obtain food when it became scarce and
they could not count on shipments from Russia or visits from ships of other
nations.219 Baranof left Kodiak to live permanently in Sitka in August of 1808.220
In 1809, Baranof received a visit from a vessel sent to Sitka full of
provisions and supplies from John Jacob Astor, the American fur merchant who
had established a trading station on the mouth of the Columbia River. Astor had
fitted out the ship with the hope that the Russians would consent to establish a
permanent trade agreement whereby the Americans would supply the Russians
with the goods they needed. Baranof bought part of the cargo, but would not
consent to a trade agreement. He did inform Astor that if the price of the goods
was not too high, he was always in the market and could probably be counted on
to buy one or two ships worth of cargo a year. In addition, Baranof sent a cargo
of furs on Astor's ship to Canton to sell. From the proceeds, the captain
purchased supplies and provisions for the Russian company.
Astor was disappointed, but not defeated. In 1812, Astor again sent a ship
laden with cargo to Sitka in hopes of treating with Baranof. This time, his agent
was successful in striking an agreement with the Russians, and it appeared as
though the supply problem was over for Sitka. But history intervened, and the
War of 1812 forced Astor to abandon his post on the Columbia River, and the
trade pact with Baranof dissolved.222
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Sitka again was without a secure source of food and supplies. To this end,
Baranof had sanctioned some exploration along the northern coast of California
with the thought of establishing an agricultural station. Also, the company's
charter instructed them to explore and occupy new lands, thus providing some
sanction for this action. To settle in California would surely provoke the Spanish,
but the area that was being explored for a Russian settlement was well north of
any Spanish installation and Spanish hold on the region was only as strong as
their claim to own it. Some knowledge of the area had also come to Baranof
through his practice of providing foreign fur traders with Aleuts to hunt sea otters
along the California coast. The Aleuts were always accompanied by at least one
Russian overseer, who on at least one occasion was instructed to examine the
coast of Northern California for acceptable locations for establishing a settlement.
The illegal hunting did not please the Spanish, and they loudly protested the
poaching of sea otters in their waters, at times capturing and incarcerating some of
the Russians and Aleuts sent on these hunting expeditions. In 1812, Fort Ross
was established in northern California, on the coast about sixty to seventy miles
north of present day San Francisco.223
In the years to come, Fort Ross was to prove a failure. It did provide some
grain and other food products for use of the Russian colonies in Alaska, but it cost
the company much more than it produced. The site proved poor for agriculture,
as the often foggy climate caused the grain to rust. In addition, squirrels and
gophers ravaged the crops. The ground was also not very fertile, and those given
the job of working the crops were not skilled or sufficiently knowledgeable to
223 Ibid.,

479-82.

make the agricultural venture work. There was also a shipyard constructed at
Ross, but the wood used to build the ships was cut while in the sap, which caused
the wood to rot shortly after it was used in construction. The ships built at Fort
Ross were all unserviceable within six years of their being launched.224
The Russian American Company made two attempts to place a post on the
Hawaiian Islands, once in 1808 and again in 1816-1817. The islands were
important to the Russians in two regards. First, they were on the route from the
North American Pacific coast to the fur markets in China. If the Russians could
control the Hawaiian Islands, they would effectively control the most important
commerce route in the Pacific Ocean during this time period. Secondly, the
Hawaiian Islands were much better suited to agriculture than was Alaska, and it
was hoped that food for the northern colony could be grown here. Both attempts
at settling in the islands failed, with the second marking the company's last
attempt to settle outside of their holdings in Alaska.225
Baranof s services to the Russian American Company as chief manager
came to an end on January 11,1818. He had requested several times during his
service to be replaced, and twice the company had tried to accommodate him, but
both times, the ships carrying the man to replace Baranof wrecked and Baranof s
replacements drowned. Leonti Andreevich Hagemeister was sent by the company
with orders to replace Baranof if need be, and Hagemeister deemed it necessary.
99 f\
Baranof was now old, and not able to fulfill his duties as he once was.
Hagemeister held the position of chief manager from January to October, when he
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appointed Simon Yanovski in his place. Yanovski remained as chief manager
until the company's first charter expired in 1820.227
The first charter of the Russian American Company was profitable. The
net earnings during this period, including those of the United American Company,
were 7,685,608 rubles, equal to about half that amount of American dollars at the
time. Fur sales through Kiakhta during the period were 16,376,696 rubles, and
99R
furs sold through foreigners in Canton totaled 3,648,002 rubles.
The lucrative dividends paid to shareholders of the Russian American
Company had come at a heavy price to the resources of her American colony.
The fur populations that had provided the rich rewards were greatly depressed. In
the first years of the sea otter hunt in Cook Inlet, 3000 otters were taken yearly.
In 1812, only 100 were harvested. In the same year, the number of seals taken
from the whole of Prince William Sound was only fifty. And along the coast of
the Gulf of Alaska from Prince William Sound to Sitka, the once prolific otter
was now virtually non-existent.
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Sitka had grown, and during this period, the town had established itself
prominently on the North American coast. At the conclusion of the first charter,
living in Sitka were 620 people, 400 of whom were male.
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A British sailor,

Peter Corney, described Sitka as it appeared during the waning years of Baranof s
term as chief manager:
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The Russians have a fine fort on a high rock, mounted with about
sixty guns and well calculated to defend them from the Indians; a
ship could, however, soon destroy it. They have a blockhouse and
a town of about sixty wooden houses, a church, shipyard, etc.
About a hundred Russian, many of them convicts from Siberia,
live in the town. They employ a great number of Oonalaska and
Kodiak natives to hunt the sea otter and man their ships. They
have also a considerable number of hostages from the natives of
the Sound... Every Russian has cleared a piece of ground where
they plant potatoes, turnips, carrots, radishes, etc., by means of
which together with plenty of fish they live comfortably marrying
the Oonalaska and Kodiak women, who are industrious and make
good wives... The whole population of this establishment does not
exceed a thousand souls.2 1
It had come a long way from the small settlement founded only a decade
or so previously, but had experienced very little increase in its population.
It had become obvious during the period of the company's first charter
that Sitka's geographical location would present difficulties that would have to be
overcome to allow the town to grow and prosper. The town's distance from
Russia made supplying Sitka with sufficient food and goods almost prohibitive.
Rezanof and Baranof both recognized the need for a supplier more closely located
to Alaska. Shipping from Okhotsk meant high transportation costs, but even more
so, danger, as the ships had to traverse the northern Pacific Ocean. Goods coming
from Kronstadt had a far longer trip by sea, but the costs were lessened as the
goods did not have to be shipped across the Asian continent before being loaded
onto a vessel. The route from Kronstadt was not as dangerous as from Okhotsk,
but inclement weather and other dangers still existed between the Baltic and
Alaska.
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In addition to being far from its suppliers, Sitka's location also made the
town vulnerable. Her defenses were adequate to protect her from the local
natives, providing proper vigilance was kept, but she was no match for a
European or American aggressor. If attacked by a civilized nation, Sitka would
be lost, as there were no troops in the region and the company ships would be no
match for an aggressor's navy. In effect, this same issue extended to the entire
colony, as Sitka was the location that had the most defenders and best armaments.
In addition, events in Europe had taken precedence over company affairs because
of their importance to the Russian nation. The affairs and wishes of a fur
company in a region thousands of miles away meant little to the government
when some of the most powerful nations in the world were located only hundreds
of miles from the country 's western border. Thus, during any time of war, the
company could expect shortages as all resources would go to the European effort.
Figure 12: Trade Routes To and From Sitka
Taken From An Alaska State Parks Informational Sign At Old Sitka Site
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CHAPTER 6
SITKA UNDER THE COMPANY'S SECOND CHARTER
The Russian American Company had been increasingly alarmed at the
amount of the fur trade that the British and Americans were taking from the
Alaska colony.

Of the fur trade lost to foreigners, the Americans were taking

the lion's share, especially in the panhandle region, and had concerned the
Russians by trading guns, munitions, and alcohol to the natives. At the behest of
the company, the Russian government made protests about this practice to the
United States, which were to no avail.233
To avert the encroachment by foreign traders, by proclamation, in tandem
with the new charter for the Russian American Company, the Russian Emperor
Alexander I decreed that the Russian possessions would extend to fifty-one
degrees north latitude, forbade any foreign ship from approaching within 100
nautical miles of Russian North America, and made illegal any trade by nonRussians in Russian American territory. In consequence of this action, the
Russian colonies would have to be supplied by Russian merchants and
companies.234 To enforce the new regulations, the Russian government sent the
two sloops of war Kreisser and Ladoga from Saint Petersburg to Alaska in
1822.

In addition to these changes, the company's new charter required that
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any future chief manager be selected from the Russian Navy, with a rank no lower
than captain. M.N. Muravief replaced Yanovski as chief manager at this time.236
The problem with the new proclamation lay in the fact that until this time,
Russia had only claimed land down to fifty-five degrees north latitude. The area
south of this, the Oregon Territory, was jointly occupied by both the British and
Americans. Upon hearing of the new Russian decree, both Britain and the United
States protested. The Russian attempt to extend her holdings in North America in
1821 was a key catalyst in the United States' issuing of the Monroe Doctrine in
1823. Russia's attempt to gain land and exclude foreigners was largely a failure
for the Russians, as the Russian American Company suffered as their supplies
failed to arrive in a timely manner or in good shape. As Russia had other political
ventures to sort out closer to home, furthering its aims in the Greek Revolution as
an example, the Russians were quite willing to bargain with the angered British
and Americans.237
The Americans were the first to come to an agreement with the Russians
over this matter. In a treaty signed on April 5,1824, the southern boundary of the
Russian possessions was fixed at fifty-four degrees, forty minutes north latitude,
located just south of the southern end of Prince of Wales Island. The Americans
were given the right to fish and trade with the natives in Russian territory, and the
trade of liquor or modern weapons, guns and gunpowder, for example, to the
natives was prohibited. These rights were extended for a period of ten years.
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In a sense, the Americans made an end run politically, and undercut the British.
The British had suggested a joint effort, but the Americans did not want to appear
inferior or less powerful than the British, and won a political victory by beating
the British to an agreement with the Russians.239
The British were then left on their own to sort their problems out with the
Russians. But the American treaty greatly hamstrung the British case. It was a
major political blunder for the British not to have hammered out a unified set of
goals with the United States before pursuing negotiations with the Russian
government. The British were prepared to challenge the Russian claim to any
portion of Alaska up to either the fifty-ninth or sixty-first degree of north latitude.
This was even with Sitka and Fort Ross being south of these latitudes. The
British opened their negotiations by challenging the Russian claims south of sixty
degrees north latitude, but allowed that they were willing to accept Cross Sound,
located about fifty miles north of Sitka as the southern limit of Russian territory.
The British challenge was crushed when the Russians disclosed the treaty
boundary of fifty-four degrees, forty minutes north latitude with the United States.
-With no other choice, the British agreed to the boundary described in the RussianAmerican treaty.240
For the most part, the terms of the treaty signed by the two parties were
the same as those agreed to with the Americans, but because of the British
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ownership of Canada, the boundary between Alaska and Canada also needed to be
attended to.241
This they did in the following manner:
The line of demarcation between the Possessions of the
High Contracting Parties, upon the Coast of the Continent, and the
Islands of America to the North-West, shall be drawn in the
following manner:
Commencing from the Southern-most Point of the Island
called Prince of Wales Island, which Point lies in the parallel of 54
degrees 40 minutes, North Latitude, and between the 131st and
133d Degree of West Longitude (Meridian of Greenwich), the said
line shall ascend to the North along the Channel called Portland
Channel, as far as the Point of the Continent where it strikes the
56th Degree of North Latitude; from this last mentioned Point the
line of demarcation shall follow the summit of the mountains
situated parallel to the Coast, as far as the point of intersection of
the 141st Degree of West Longitude (of the same Meridian); and,
finally, from the said point of intersection, the said Meridian Line
of the 141st Degree, in its prolongation as far as the Frozen Ocean,
shall form the limit between the Russian and British Possessions
on the Continent of America to the North West.

In addition to this, the parties also agreed that the whole of Prince of
Wales Island would be owned by Russia, and that the Russian possessions on the
coastal mainland would never extend further than ten marine leagues inland
(about thirty miles).242 A consequence of this that was unable to be foreseen at
the time was that the move of the eastern boundary of Alaska from the 139th west
meridian west to the 141st placed the Klondike gold fields inside Canadian
territory.243 One of Muravief s early actions was to allow the Tlingits to return to
the original site of their village to settle and live. They were allowed to build
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beside Sitka's walls, which they did, but were kept under strict watch. The
natives were allowed into town only with a permit, and a section of the fort was
set aside to allow the Tlingits to enter during the day to trade, which was under
heavy security. The rationale behind allowing the Tlingits to settle near the town
was that their close proximity would allow them to be observed, and any schemes
or plots against Sitka would be more easily discovered and quashed. Up until this
time, those wishing the company and her settlement harm were able to meet
unobserved by the Russians and plot their attacks.244
In 1821, the company had dispatched two supply ships to Sitka from
Kronstadt, the Rurik and Elizaveta. On their way around the Cape of Good Hope,
the Elizaveta was damaged in a hurricane. Eventually, the crew and supplies of
the damaged vessel were loaded onto the Rurik, and this ship made the journey
safely to Sitka. But because of the time spent in attempting to gain repairs for the
Elizaveta, which meant that the crew had to utilize the provisions for those in
Russian America, and by the use of the supplies in attempts to buy the repairs,
there were very few supplies or provisions left for the use of the colony. Without
the goods that should have come with the two ships, the colonies were in
increasingly desperate straits.245
The directors, especially since they had recently dispatched two supply
ships, were under the impression that the colonies were well supplied. As it
would be several months before any attempts at communication to inform the
directors of the true state of affairs in Alaska would reach them, and then many
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more months after that before a ship or ships would arrive, Muravief had to look
elsewhere in an attempt to stave off the impending shortages. Unfortunately, he
had received information that California had unilaterally suffered crop failures, a
fate also experienced by Fort Ross. In the face of this, he decided to send a ship
to Hawaii.246
The ship Muravief sent was the Golovnin, under the command of a man by
the last name of Etholin. Etholin was to go to Hawaii in an attempt to get food
supplies, but before doing so, he sailed to San Francisco. For whatever reason
this decision was made, it was a great success. Etholin was able to procure a large
cargo of grain, despite the shortage in the region. From San Francisco, he sailed
to Hawaii, where he found and bought the American ship Arab and her supplies.
With the grain from California, and the shipload of other foodstuffs, the shortage
in Sitka and the other settlements was averted. A few months later, the Rurik was
sent back to California and was also able to acquire some provisions for use in
Alaska.247
The treaty between Russia and Great Britain provided the British the right
to utilize the rivers that crossed the strip of Russian mainland in southeast Alaska
from their territory in Canada for transportation purposes. It also gave the right to
members of both nations to prevent ships of one nation from approaching within a
certain distance of a fort of the other nation if the fort's commander disapproved.
These two issues came to a head in 1834.
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The Hudson's Bay Company had important advantages over the American
and Russian traders along the southeast Alaskan coast. The British industrial
capabilities and capacity meant that trade goods of a higher quality could be
obtained at a lower price than could be had in the United States and Russia.
Added to this the British strength on the seas and their superior shipping facilities,
the cost of moving these goods from the British homeland to the trading frontiers
was considerably less than the cost to the foreign traders. This gave rise to a
strategy of moving into an area frequented by foreign traders and providing the
better goods at lower prices to the natives in order to undercut the competition.
As the other traders could not compete, this was successful, and allowed the
Hudson's Bay Company to gain increasing control on the fur trade, even into
Russian-held areas of the Northwest Pacific coast.248
Understandably, this upset the Russians - especially so, as the Hudson's
Bay Company was establishing posts closer to the border of Russian America.
The British had founded Fort Simpson on the Nass River in 1832, which placed
them very close to Alaska's southern border. In 1833, word reached Sitka that the
British were going to attempt to invoke the provision in the 1825 treaty with
Russia that would allow them navigation of the rivers passing from Canadian
territory through the Russian-owned strip of mainland in order to place a fort up
the Stikine River. Obviously intended to take trade that the Russians usually
received on the coast, Chief Manager Wrangell sought a way to prevent its loss.249
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To this end, the Russians readied a ship and sent it with a crew to the
mouth of the Stikine River to found a fort before the British arrived and attempted
an ascent of the river. Redoubt Saint Dionysius, which became the present day
city of Wrangell, was constructed near the mouth of the river and preparations
were made for the arrival of the British.250
The British vessel Dryad arrived at the redoubt on June 18,1834. The
Russians at the post explained that the commander of the post would not consent
to permit the British to approach the fort close enough to allow them access to the
river. When it became clear the commandant of the redoubt would not change his
mind, the Hudson's Bay men sent a messenger to Sitka, where the decision by the
redoubt was firmly supported. Thus, the Dryad and her crew retired to Fort
Vancouver via Fort Simpson. The British government, prompted by the Hudson's
Bay Company, then took up the issue.251
The treaty between Russia and Britain ending the affair was important for
several reasons. First, the Russian American Company agreed to lease the strip of
mainland from Alaska's southern boundary at fifty-four degrees, forty minutes
north latitude, north to a line running from Cape Spencer to Mount Fairweather,
to the Hudson's Bay Company for a period of ten years. In return for this, the
Hudson's Bay Company agreed to waive any damage claims arising from the
Dryad-Redoubt Saint Dionysius affair, pay rent of two thousand land otter pelts
yearly, and allow the Russian American Company to purchase more land otter
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pelts at a fixed rate.

But perhaps the most important provision of the agreement

was that the Hudson's Bay Company agreed to provide to the Russian American
Company food stocks at fixed prices for nine years and carry British made goods
bought by the Russians to the colonies for thirteen pounds per ton.253 The
Russians were able to obtain from the British wheat flour, peas, barley, salt beef,
butter, and ham, all provisions that they were unable to assure on their own.254
Suddenly the Russians no longer had to worry about where their next meal was
going to come from. Because of the new and steady source of food, Fort Ross
was subsequently sold in September of 1841. It had never produced enough to
pay for itself, and had never fulfilled the hope that it might supply the colonies to
the north. At best, it had helped to supplement the needs of the northern
settlements, but never to the satisfaction of the company officials.
The company's second charter expired in 1841. Over the past twenty
years, the sea otter and fur seal trade had declined markedly, but the company was
still able to be profitable. During the period of the second charter, about 25,000
sea otters, 458,000 fur seal, 162,000 beaver, and 160,000 fox skins, along with
138,000 pounds of whalebone and 260,000 pounds of walrus tusks (ivory), were
taken via hunting or trade and shipped from Russia's American colony.

It

should be noted here that any numbers recorded on the number of skins taken
during any period of the Russian occupation are low. The furs taken by the
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company were not all properly recorded, and the furs traded to the Americans and
British from the natives are not reflected in these numbers.257
During this period, twelve expeditions had been sent to Alaska from
Kronstadt, which was an improvement over how the colony had been supplied
during the first charter. Nevertheless, the chief manager in Alaska was still forced
to look elsewhere for supplies more than once, meaning that the difficulties
presented by Sitka's global location were yet to be overcome.258
At the second charter's end, the census of the colony's population revealed
714 Russians, 1351 Creoles, and 5417 Alaska natives. These numbers are also
very low, as the total of native peoples was only that of the natives known to the
Russians. There were several other groups of Alaska natives in parts of the
territory either unknown or poorly explored by the Russians that were not
included in this count.259
The shipyard at Sitka attained its highest point of prominence beginning in
the years near the end of the Russian American Company's second charter. In the
early 1830s, a water-powered sawmill was built at the Ozersk Redoubt, which
helped to provide sufficient timber needed for the construction of ships or the
repair of already existing vessels. From its humble beginning under Baranof,
Sitka became the foremost shipyard and town on the North American Pacific
coast.260
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The difficulty presented by Sitka's location was still an issue during the
company's second charter. Provisioning Sitka and the rest of the colony from
Russia had not become any easier, although the company received more supply
ships during this period. This was due in large part to the relative peace in Europe
during this time, at least in regard to anything that would hinder Russian shipping
to her colony. The agreement with the Hudson's Bay Company finally provided
the means to allow the town and colony to overcome the supply problem. Still, it
was a precarious solution, because if at any time relations between the two
companies or nations soured, the new source of food and supplies would be lost.
Owing to the failure of Fort Ross and the treaties with the United States and
Britain in 1824-1825, the company was forced to rely on the undependable
Russian shipping or agreements with foreigners, as the treaties prevented the
Russian American Company from looking outside Alaska's borders for a solution
to their food problems. Communication was also an issue between the colony and
the company officials in Russia, as it would take up to a year for a letter to go
from Sitka to Saint Petersburg.

This placed a great deal of responsibility on the

chief manager to fix problems on his own with the resources available, as help
from the company would be a long time in coming.
Sitka's proximity to the company's competitors was a double-edged
sword. While for the town, it was mostly positive, for the company, it was to its
detriment. On the one hand, Sitka's shipyard was the largest and most complete
on the northwest Pacific coast. Thus, if a foreign ship needed repairs, Sitka was
where they found them. This was good for the town's economy and the
261 Hulley,
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company's bottom line, but it was of limited value. Some supplies were sold at
Sitka to visiting ships, but in general the town needed those provisions and goods
that she had, leaving little for sale. Sitka received some benefit from trading with
the foreigners that arrived there, as the goods and provisions received often
helped to offset shortages. Also, without being in contention with the Hudson's
Bay Company, there would never have been the settlement in the Dryad affair
that provided the Russians with a steady food source.
The company was hurt a great deal by the nearness of their competitors.
The foreign traders took a large number of furs in trade from the natives that
would have gone to the company, and at least before the treaties in 1824 and
1825, provided the Tlingits with guns and ammunition that could be turned
against the Russians. The goods traded to the natives from the foreigners were
often of higher quality or value than what the Russians were offering. This
caused the Russians to have to meet the prices paid by the competition, which,
with their supply problems, they could ill afford to do.
The political situation in Russia also created difficult for the company, due
to the colony's proximity to British and American territory. Russia and Britain
during this time period were generally not on good terms with each other. Thus,
any strife arising out of the affairs of the Russian American Company with the
British caused the Russian government to seek a resolution that would pacify the
British. The Russian government did not want war with Britain, and they
certainly did not want the British interfering with Russia's aims in Europe. The
company's needs were therefore continually sacrificed to keep peace with Britain.
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The situation with the Americans was different. The United States and
Russia were on good terms during this period of history, and Russia desired that it
remained this way. The British were mutual enemies, meaning that the Umted
States could be a useful ally if relations deteriorated between the other two
nations. Thus, in settling disputes, the company's interests took a back seat to
maintaining the friendship of the young American nation
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CHAPTER 7
SITKA UNDER THE COMPANY'S THIRD CHARTER
The Russian American Company was granted her third charter in 1841,
with the terms of the charter remaining basically the same as those found in the
charter recently expired.262 At the time of the third charter, 1278 people inhabited
Sitka. Less than 500 of these were Russian, 671 were Creole, and the remainder
were Aleut or other Alaska natives. The Tlingit village located near Sitka was
home to about another 500 inhabitants. Sitka was the only Russian settlement in
Alaska that could be seriously referred to as a town. The census taken of the
population of the entire colony in 1845 revealed 633 Russians, 1483 Creoles, 4287
Aleuts, and 1521 people of varying ethnic background.263 Again, it should be
remembered that the numbers of natives given are not complete.
The last part of the company's second charter saw the beginning of a
boom in Sitka's shipyard. A water-powered sawmill, foundry, and machine shop
provided the base of the industry needed to make the shipyard successful. Added
to this was the skilled and well-trained labor that was present at this time in Sitka,
most of which were Creole workers trained by the company.264 Further, under the
administration of chief manager Tebenkof (July 1845-October 1850265), a shop
for making and repairing nautical instruments was established.
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Over twenty ships were built in the Sitka shipyards during the 1840s and
1850s. Of note during this time period were two vessels constructed in 1841.
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The first, the Nicholas the First was the first steam-power ship launched on the
Pacific Ocean. Shortly thereafter, the Muir was launched. The Muir was also a
steam-powered ship, a tug, but as opposed to the Nicholas, whose engine was
imported from the United States, the engine of the Muir had been built almost
entirely in Sitka's machine shops.
After 1850, the boom faded. This was due for the most part to the ability
of the United States and Britain to build ships of higher quality that the Russians
could procure for a lower price than they could build vessels of similar quality in
Sitka. Also, the ships built by the Russians wore out considerably faster than
foreign built boats because the Russians lacked the ability to dry their wood
sufficiently before using it in construction. While this was not as severe as the
conditions found at Fort Ross, the ships built at Sitka still did not have a long
life.268 Ships continued to be built at the shipyard after this time period, but those
that were constructed were small. Pavel Golovin, a captain in the Imperial Navy,
observed in 1862 that "New ships are rarely constructed here, and those that are
are of small tonnage because it is more advantageous and profitable to have them
built in the United States, because ships built of oak last five times as long as
those that are built of unseasoned wood in New Archangel."
By the time of the third charter, the fur populations focused on by the
company were very low. The company still made a good portion of its profits
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from fur, as the price received for the pelts had increased as the supply had
dropped. The company had also diversified, with a great deal of its profits
coming from the tea trade between China and Russia. By 1845, the amount of
money gained for the company from the trade in tea was nearly double that gained
from the fur industry. The company was also attempting other ventures in
Alaska, such as whaling and mining, although neither was subject to success. The
American whaling industry was the principal harvesting agent of the giant
mammals in Alaskan waters.270
But the fur industry was still the principal reason the company existed.
Several conservation strategies were introduced in the new charter to enable the
recovery of the fur populations. Those fur grounds threatened with extinction of
the animals sought by the company were allowed to remain unhunted for a period
of ten years.
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In addition to this, rotational hunting was implemented, where

grounds that had been hunted one year or period would be left untouched the next.
Also, some importation and transfer of breeding stock from healthy populations to
areas where few of that species remained was used. These new policies had a
positive effect on the fur populations in Alaska.272
The late 1840s and the decade of the 1850s spelled the end of the Russian
American Company The first blow came with the Opium War in China in 1848.
The Chinese nation until this time had given the appearance of being invincible,
but the British quickly dispelled that notion. A quick British victory and the
humiliating peace that the Chinese were forced to sign, along with the Taiping
270 Hulley,
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Rebellion which followed, threw China into disarray and completely crushed the
fur market. But it also encouraged the Russians that the Chinese were vulnerable,
and they sought to press their advantage by retaking the Amur Valley.273
The Governor General in eastern Siberia was Nikolai N. Muraviev, and it
was he who was the main force behind the push to retake the Amur. This was
accomplished in 1852, and in 1860, the city of Vladivostok was founded on
Russia's far southeastern extremity. But Muraviev's influence was not limited to
eastern Russia. He also held sway with the emperor, and he began to push to have
Russia's expansionism focused on her southern border toward China, and away
from Alaska. Along with this sentiment, he felt that Russia should be rid of her
American colony, an opinion that became more prevalent following the recapture
of the Amur.274
The collapse of the Chinese fur market was a harsh blow to the Russian
American Company's fortunes. The Opium War and the following revolt were
the impetus for the destruction of the fur market, but the ensuing flood of forced
foreign commerce served to finish any hope of recovery. The company looked
elsewhere for markets, but they were unable to prepare their skins to the
satisfaction of the European and American merchants. The Chinese merchants
happily took lower grade furs, which were the majority of what the company was
able to provide because of their inability to process their furs. The furs taken by
company hunters were high quality, but the poor techniques used to prepare them
resulted in a low-grade product. The poor result from the attempts to sell to the
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foreign markets were matched by attempts to sell in Russia, as there were few in
Russia who could afford such things.275
1849 also saw the expiration of the treaty between the Russian American
Company and the Hudson's Bay Company. The treaty was adjusted to reflect the
situations of the time. As the fur populations were depressed, the clause requiring
the Hudson's Bay Company to sell a certain number of pelts to the Russian
American Company at a set price was removed in the new treaty. In addition to
this, and more importantly, the Russian American Company agreed to drop the
requirement that the Hudson's Bay Company supply the Russians with food. The
United States' annexation of Oregon when the Oregon Territory was divided
between them and the British had taken some of the best grain producing areas
out of the service of the Hudson's Bay Company. Also, the gold rush in
California in the same year that the treaty was renewed led to a shortage of men to
work for the Hudson's Bay Company as many left to head south and seek their
fortune. The lease of the Russian mainland by the British expired again in 1859,
and this time the renewal was only for three years, with payment in cash. After
this agreement expired in 1862, the Russian American Company did not renew
the treaty with the Hudson's Bay Company.276
Gold was the next threat that faced the Russian American Company. 1849
saw the first of the major gold induced rushes on the Pacific coast. That year the
discovery of the precious metal brought thousands of Forty-Niners to California
in search of riches. The swelling population inadvertently caused a temporary
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boon to the Russian American Company, as the miners that came to California
soon exhausted the supplies in the region. The company was able to clear its
shelves of old, worn out goods that it was able to sell at high profits to the gold
seekers in California. Subsequent cargos were also profitable, but not nearly as
much as the first load. While this trade did not last, another opportunity opened
up in the form of ice. The ice trade was conducted between the company and
merchants in San Francisco. It turned out to be a good business, as the ice was
free to the company and required only the manpower to cut it from the ponds or
lakes where it was harvested and the ships and crews needed to transport it from
Alaska to California. Between 1852-1859,13,960 tons of ice was shipped from
Sitka, and 7403 tons from Kodiak.277
1852 saw the next rush, this time to the Queen Charlotte Islands, just south
of the Alaskan border. Gold was discovered on the Fraser River in 1856, but it
took two years to confirm. 1858 brought gold seekers to the new discoveries on
the Fraser River en masse, almost thirty thousand from California alone, and by
1859 the precious metal was discovered further upriver on Cariboo Lake. In
1858, the British Parliament created the Colony of British Columbia in response
to the influx of miners. This provided the means of government to oversee the
burgeoning population and deal with the mining claims. This action removed this
portion of Canada from the control of the Hudson's Bay Company.
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The rapidly increasing population alarmed the Russians to the north.
Many of the miners rushing west were settling permanently in that region, and
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prospectors were moving farther and farther north in search of gold.279 It was
feared that a gold strike within Russian territory would result in a rush, bringing
so many foreign miners that Russia would lose control of Alaska to another
nation. The creation of British Columbia and the resulting loss of control of that
region by the Hudson's Bay Company because of the influx of miners confirmed
these fears. While British Columbia was not lost by the British to foreigners, a
similar rush to Alaska would not be able to be handled in the same fashion as was
done in Canada The company, having watched over the past sixty years as the
American nation expanded across the continent, also feared that the concept of
Manifest Destiny would soon turn north. In either case, Russia and the company
began to see that their hold on Alaska was very precarious.280
1855 saw a reemergence of strife between the Russians at Sitka and their
Tlingit neighbors. A small disturbance where a few natives assaulted a Russian
was soon blown into all out war when the Russians sought the guilty parties. The
Tlingits attacked Sitka and a fierce battle raged for about two hours, but the
Russians' superior firepower soon won out. One hundred Tlingits were killed or
wounded before they sued for peace.
The old adage "When it rains, it pours," describes this period of history
very well for the Russian American Company. 1854 saw hostilities between
Russia and Great Britain grow into full-fledged combat in the Crimean War.
The company immediately recognized its vulnerability, as the Russian
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government could not spare enough men, ships, or supplies to protect its North
American possessions. In addition, the British naval power far outclassed that of
the Russians, both in the Pacific and Atlantic. This being the case, the company's
shipping was now in danger of capture or destruction, meaning that the supplies
needed in the colony would not be sure to arrive, nor would shipments of furs be
safe heading to market. As such, the Russian American Company pushed the
government for a solution. The result was the agreement between Russia and
Britain that their North American holdings would remain neutral, although this
did not apply to the Russian American Company's shipping. With no leverage to
gain concessions, the company cut its losses and accepted the agreement. As it
was, no company ships or cargo were lost to British aggression during the war.
The Crimean War unequivocally showed the Russian government what
they had known for years: that if another power decided to take Alaska, there was
nothing they could do to stop it. Russia's presence on the Pacific was not large on
either the Asian or North American side. Her military presence was not capable
of defending such a large region, or withstanding the assault of a large force.
During the Crimean War, French and British forces shelled Petropavlovsk on the
east side of Kamchatka, there being little the Russians could do to stop it. The
main focus of the war being in the European theater, Russia could spare little to
the war effort in the Pacific. Perhaps more than anything else this understanding
of the vulnerability of Alaska to foreign aggression, coupled with the fear of gold
rushes or United States expansion, helped to cement in the leaders of the Russian
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government the desire to be rid of her American colony while Russia was still in
position to receive some value for it.284
The inescapable fact was that the company's lifeblood, the fur trade, was
disappearing. While the Hudson's Bay Company was able to exploit their fur
resources in the interior of their possessions, the Russian American Company
never had the manpower or supplies to do so. The decimation of the fur
populations on the coast of Alaska spelled doom for the company, as they were
poorly able to adjust to any other business venture. In the period under the first
charter, the company was able to procure 72,894 sea otter skins either through
hunting or trade. Under the third charter, the number had fallen to 25,602, a
decline of47,292 pelts. The fur seal yield under the first charter had totaled
1,232,374, while under the third charter it fell to 338,604, a decline of 893,770.285
Perhaps the most eloquent summation of the situation in Alaska during this time
was made in 1862 by the Russian Minister of State Property in his letter to the
Minister of Finance:
The main pursuit of the colonies - the hunting of sea otter - has
been gradually on the decline. Generally speaking, the fur
business has begun to yield first place to Canada and Great Britain.
Whaling in the colonies has passed into the hands of the
Americans. Fishing has been done on a scale which barely meets
the needs of the colonies themselves... Nothing has been done
with respect to farming and cattle breeding. The mineral resources
of the region have hardly been tapped. All the commercial
relations that the company has maintained have been seriously
impaired and are falling into decay. Its merchant marine has been
allowed to be reduced to negligible proportions, and it is
compelled to charter foreign boats to meet its own requirements.286

284

Ibid., 570-1,590-1.
Alaska: Past and Present, 185.
286 Ibid., 185.
285 Hulley,

107
Another saying, this by an unknown originator, is also true regarding the
company. "In the first period of the company's existence there was peltry and no
order. In the second there was more order but less peltry, and finally, in the third
period, there was good order but very little peltry and the treasury was empty."287

Figure 14: Sea otter pelt at the Isabel Miller Museum in Sitka
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CHAPTER 8
RUSSIAN AMERICA BECOMES ALASKA
The third charter of the Russian American Company expired on January
1st, 1862. The previous charters had been approved rather painlessly, but the
company was not as strong as it used to be. The Russian government
commissioned Pavel Nikolaevich Golovin, a captain-lieutenant in the Russian
navy, to conduct a study of the Russian colony and the company's affairs in order
to help determine what should be done with the request for a fourth charter. After
receiving Golovin's report, as well as the testimony from a Creole named
Kashevarof, the Russian government decided to extend the charter to a fourth
term with some new provisions. The new terms were not to the company's liking,
and it refused to accept the new charter as it was presented. Thus, a stalemate
existed between the government of Russia, and for all intents and purposes, her
governing body in the North American colony. Examples of the new additions
objected to by the company were the exemption of Alaska natives from forced
labor, and the loss of the complete monopoly on all of the resources in Alaska
other than fur. In other words, the company would lose a great deal of her work
force, and would hold a monopoly only on the dying fur trade. As the stalemate
existed, the Russian government appointed a government agent, Prince Maksutof,
to take charge of the company until such time as the issue of the charter was
resolved.288
The stalemate created an issue that the Russian government wanted no
part of. Supposing that an agreement with the Russian American Company was
2S8
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not reached, the government would have to come up with some way to govern the
distant North American territory. This was a highly undesirable situation, as it
would create a logistical nightmare to establish a system of government in Alaska,
not to mention a massive outlay of funds. This would be minimal compared to
the issues of communication, defense, and provisioning the government officials
in Alaska, not to mention the yearly outlay of funds to support government
^oq

officials, equipment, and installations in the colony.

The same arguments could be made about Russia's eastern holdings in
Asia, but it was eased to some degree because everything in eastern Russia could
be reached by land. Also, Russia at this time was in possession of all the land that
she could manage even if her holdings were limited to the Asian continent. But
possibly above all was the fact that Russia had never settled in Alaska, and
showed no wishes to do so. As Russian holdings in Asia extended eastward, so
had towns and cities and increasing numbers of settlers. Besides Sitka, there were
no other settlements in Alaska large enough to be of much consequence. Kodiak
was probably large enough to be considered a village, but the other settlements in
the North American colony were small outposts or trading stations. Those
Russians found in the colony were company employees, and few of them desired
to stay in Alaska once their service with the company was completed.290
The Russian presence in her colony did not grow for several reasons. For
one, Alaska was a long distance from Russia, meaning that a person moving to
Alaska would be a great distance from their family. Mail took a year to go from

289 Ibid.,
290 Ibid..

590-1.
591.

Saint Petersburg to Sitka, and any supplies needed that could not be found in the
settlements in the colony would have to be imported from Russia or another
nation. Thus, replacing any needed equipment would be prohibitive.291
The Alaskan climate was very inhospitable to settlement. Similar in many
respects to the climate of Siberia and eastern Asia, it should be noted that those
regions were not as populated as the western portion of Russia. Coastal locations
were very wet and not conducive to agriculture, while interior locales were
subject to more extreme temperatures and were still not very well suited to
farming or livestock.
To move to Alaska was to become isolated from the rest of Russia and
one's family and friends. Transportation to and from the colony was unreliable,
and once one reached Russia at Okhotsk or Kronstadt, it was still very possible
that a person would have to travel a great distance overland to reach their intended
destination. Outside of Sitka, there was little culture or entertainment not created
by one's own self or family to be found in Russian America.
Another issue disturbed the government officials in Russia very much. As
noted before, the Crimean War had proved what they had long known, that they
could not hold Alaska if another nation attempted to take it. In addition to this,
their settlements in the colony were designed to be protected from attacks by the
local natives, but would never be able to defend themselves against an assault by
other nations with modern weapons.294 The British and Americans were
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positioned much nearer to Alaska than was Russia, and the American and British
fleet in the Pacific was much superior to that of the Russians. If Russia went to
war with either nation, she must consider Alaska a loss, for there would be no
way for Russia to defend her colony sufficiently to prevent its taking.295 Her
ships in the Pacific were no match for the more modern and well-armed British
and American navies, not to mention that Russia in no way could match the
number of vessels that the other nations could gather in the region if needed for a
war effort. There were not enough men in Alaska to form much of a military
presence, and gathering enough troops to send to the colony for her protection and
defense would require a great deal of time because of the distance that they would
need to be transported. Assembling, transporting, paying, and provisioning such a
group would also create a huge bill.
Sitka provided the best example of the disadvantages for Russia and her
colony. As noted above, her location made her indefensible against the American
and British, and her defenses were designed to withstand the assault of the
Tlingits, not modern navies.296 Her location also made communication between
her and Saint Petersburg difficult. Sitka was located about seven to eight
thousand miles from the seat of the Russian government. An imperial messenger,
with all possible means at his disposal, required two months to get from Saint
Petersburg to Okhotsk, with Sitka still thousands of miles to the east across the
dangerous northern Pacific.297
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The dependence of Sitka and the other Russian settlements on outside
sources of food was also a major problem. Grain had to be obtained from Russia
or a foreign country, usually the United States in California. Without grain, it
would be difficult to procure enough food to feed Sitka's residents. A lot of
potatoes and garden vegetables were grown, which helped to supplement the diet
of the denizens of the colony's capital, but even with those, there was not enough
to feed the entire town, not to mention the colony. Fish or wild game were
sufficient to fulfill the need for meat, although the Russians would have preferred
beef or pork. But without grain, the town or colony could not secure enough
vegetables to last the year, which created the real possibility of starvation or
illness from malnutrition, scurvy having affected the colony in the past. This
dependence on the food shipments meant that any time a ship carrying provisions
was lost, or if shipping were interrupted for any reason, Sitka and the rest of the
colony would face hardship.298 In recognition of this, the company always tried
to keep enough flour back to last the town two years, but this was not to be
counted on.299
The Tlingits were always a thorn in the side of the Russian American
Company. From their attacks on Sitka, to their occasional killing of company
workers and hunters outside the fort, to their general unrest and frequent plots to
do Sitka or the Russians harm, the Russians could never let down their guard.
Besides the physical losses of those killed or wounded and the property that was
destroyed, the company lost production by having to put many of its employees to
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work protecting Sitka. Peace was kept with the Tlingits only through superior
firepower and ever-alert vigilance. As shown alternately by the destruction of
Old Sitka and the successful defense of the new town in 1855, if the Russians
were lax for even a short period of time, disaster could be imminent. While the
other settlements in Alaska were not faced with this level of hostility, there were
clashes with the other native groups, leading to a loss of men and property at
various times.300
Sitka's climate also created problems for the Russians. As noted
previously, grain could not be grown, and there was little flat ground on which to
grow hay or pasture livestock. Also, the wet weather made it difficult to properly
dry hay once it was cut, requiring a lot of work and blessing to get a sufficient
amount to feed a single cow, let alone a number thereof. But the wet weather also
caused the buildings and ships to degrade and become useless much more quickly
than in dry locales. This was due in some part to the use of unseasoned lumber,
but the climate was harsh on buildings and vessels nonetheless. Twenty years
was generally the average lifetime of a building in Sitka. This problem was not
limited to Sitka, as the other coastal locations in Russian America experienced the
same difficulty.301
With all of these issues in mind, Russia sought to be rid of her American
holdings. The first attempt to purchase Alaska was made by Senator William M.
Gwin and Secretary of State William Marcy during the Crimean War.302 While
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unsuccessful, the question had been broached, and it set into motion the fears of
the Russian ambassador Edouard de Stoeckl that the United States might one day
rise up and take Alaska from the Russians.303 With this thought in mind, Stoeckl
became a proponent of selling the colony to the United States.304 Because of the
influx of Americans into British Columbia in 1858 in search of gold, and the
rumor that the Mormons in Utah were considering a move to Alaska, Stoeckl was
authorized to seek the sale of the North American colony in 1860. Senator Gwin,
with the permission of President James Buchanan, made an offer of $5,000,000.
The Russian government wanted more money, but Gwin felt that enough support
for a higher price could not be garnered in the United States government. The
issue died as the American nation prepared for war between the states.
In actuality, Stoeckl was not the only powerful Russian with ideas of
selling the colony. The leader of the Russian seizure of the Amur River from
China in 1852, Nikolai Muraviev, commented in 1853 that "...the United States
are bound to spread over the whole of the North America... Sooner or later we
'JA/'

shall have to surrender our North American possessions."

The brother of

Emperor Alexander n, Grand Duke Constantine, was adamantly in favor of being
rid of Alaska via the United States and was arguably the most powerful proponent
in Russia for the sale.
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In 1866, Ambassador Stoeckl was called back to Russia to be reassigned.
While in Russia, he commented to Constantine and Russian Finance Minister
Mikhail Reutern that he believed he should have received permission to make the
sale of Alaska to the United States in 1860. Encouraged, Constantine and Reutern
went to Alexander. The result was a meeting called to allow Alexander to hear
the arguments and decide the fate of Russian America for himself. After the
hearing, Alexander sent Stoeckl back to Washington D C. with instructions to sell
the colony, but only if the United States broached the subject and then Stoeckl
was not to take less than $5,000,000 for the territory.307
Stoeckl returned to Washington in March, 1867. Once there, he met with
Secretary of State William Seward as was traditionally done by returning
ambassadors. During the meeting, Seward attempted to gain permits for
American citizens to fish Alaskan waters. When Stoeckl replied that he thought
obtaining these permits would not be possible, Seward asked if Russia would sell
her possessions. Stoeckl answered affirmatively, and Seward then sought the
president's approval to negotiate a treaty.308
When Seward had received President Andrew Johnson's permission, he
again met with Stoeckl and they wrote the treaty of cession. The treaty was
submitted to the United States cabinet on March 15th, with the purchase price set
at $7,000,000. The cabinet approved of the treaty in principal, and consented to
transmit it to the Senate, but only after a few minor changes. Most importantly,
Article Six was worded in a manner that the law officer of the cabinet felt might
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cause difficulty with the title. Thus, for $200,000 more, Stoeckl agreed to make
the changes. The cabinet approved the treaty on March 19th, and Stoeckl wired
the treaty back to Russia for his government's approval.309
Russian approval was received on March 29th, and Stoeckl was granted the
authority to complete the transaction. Stoeckl and Seward then worked through
the night to have the treaty ready for transmission to the senate in the morning, as
the current session was to conclude that day.310 President Johnson submitted the
treaty to the Senate on March 30th, and a special session from April 1st to the 20th
was called to consider the treaty.311
Though the treaty had some difficulty in the Senate, it passed handily
The original vote for passage was twenty-seven to twelve, meeting the two-thirds
requirement for passage. But it was asked by some Senators that the vote be
made unanimous, and the official tally was recorded as thirty-seven to two.312
Passage was due in large part to the major informational campaign enacted by
William Seward. Charles Sumner was also instrumental in procuring passage of
the treaty, as his three-hour speech on April 9th on the Senate floor in favor of the
treaty contained a wealth of information and doubtlessly swayed votes in support
of the treaty Sumner also provided the territory with the name by which we
know it today, Alaska. He derived this from an Alaska native word (Al-ay-ek-sa),
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meaning "great land."313 The treaty was then sent to the House for appropriation
of the purchase monies.
It was during this time that the impeachment of President Johnson took
place. As the House did not meet during the summer, and then the appropriation
bill was tabled in order to focus on the impeachment proceedings,314 the vote on
the payment to Russia would not take place for over a year from the passage of
the treaty in the Senate. In the meantime, Alaska was transferred to the United
States on October 18,1867, at a ceremony in Sitka.315
The trial of President Johnson would last well into 1868. The Russian
government was understandably a little anxious about the length of time it was
taking for them to receive payment for Alaska, but they waited patiently for
matters to reach a resolution. Finally, on July 18, 1868,316 the House voted to
approve the appropriation of the money, one hundred thirteen to forty-three, with
forty-four abstentions.
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Russia was paid, and Alaska was officially owned by

the United States.
As Muraviev and other Russians had asserted, it was inevitable that Russia
would not retain Alaska. Once the company lost its viability, there was no
practical way for the government to oversee Alaska. While the region abounded
in resources other than furs, the Russians were not able to effectively exploit
them. Distance was a factor, but not so much as location. Had the population and
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economic base of Russia been in its eastern region, economic ventures in Russian
America would probably have been more viable. The western portion of Alaska
is within one hundred miles of the eastern shore of Russia in some places. Thus,
the potential of developing the fisheries, minerals, and other resources in western
Alaska would have been high. But the population in eastern Russia was sparse,
and shipbuilding and other industries were not capable of allowing the extension
of resource development across the Pacific. Without an economic interest in
Alaska, there was no reason for Russia to hold onto her colony. As noted before,
the Russian people had never settled in Alaska, and without agricultural potential,
there was no plausible way of supplying those who wished to settle in the region.
The same difficulties faced by the Russian American Company would be faced by
the settlers, only to a much greater degree, as they would have to schedule and
pay for the transportation and cargo themselves.
The United States was in a much better location to develop the resources
in Alaska. Already there was a large American whaling fleet working not only
the Pacific Ocean, but the waters of the Bering Sea and Arctic Ocean as well. The
fisheries located on the coasts of Alaska had already attracted the interests of
fishermen on the west coast, and American traders had competed with the
Russians since the turn of the nineteenth century. American miners would be
only too happy to come north and prospect for gold, with major strikes at Juneau,
Nome, Fairbanks, and other sites in the Interior within forty years of the sale.
Thus, the United States already had a vested interest in Alaska.

It should be noted that some support for the purchase of Alaska in the
United States did indeed come from expansionists. Secretary of State William
Seward could be included in this group, but he desired to acquire Alaska for what
it could offer the United States. Others felt that buying Alaska was important for
its effect on British Columbia, hoping that its acquisition would follow. The
newspaper, the New York World, commented "The acquisition (of the territory) is
important because the British part of the coast is certain to follow at some day
IIO

more or less remote."

Whatever the reason, Alaska, having ceased to be of

value to Russia, became American territory in one of the best bargains in recorded
history.
For Sitka, the change of masters would be beneficial. Like the rest of ihe
colony, the population grew little during the time of Russian occupation. In a
sense, Sitka existed because the Russian American Company willed it to. Once
the otter population in the region surrounding Baranof Island had been exhausted,
there was no real economic basis for the town to exist under the Russians. Those
industries that did develop in Sitka did so to support the operations of the
company. The company needed a capital, and Sitka was the best location
available to them. But once the Americans took over, and the focus became fish
and gold instead of fur, a true economic base would develop within the town, and
Sitka would become a viable settlement existing without the artificial support of a
government or company.

318 Sheils,

The Purchase of Alaska, 135.

120
Figure 15: Model of Sitka In 1867
Model At Isabel Miller Museum In Sitka

CHAPTER 9
GEOGRAPHY'S EFFECT ON SITKA TODAY
Geography also influenced the resulting town of Sitka today. While the
town has grown into a small, modern city, some of the same difficulties faced by
the Russians still remain today.
Distance, while having been overcome to some degree, is still a factor.
Almost all vegetable produce must still be shipped into Sitka, along with the
majority of other groceries. Thus, the town is still dependent on outside food
sources. A small amount of industry exists in Sitka, but not enough to provide
more than a few specialized goods. Thus, anything else needed or desired by the
citizens in Sitka must also be shipped in.
The town is still somewhat isolated, but not nearly as much as it once was.
Regular state ferry service by the Alaska Marine Highway System and air service
provided by Alaska Airlines and other local air services provides access to cities
outside of Sitka. Telephone, regular mail service, and the Internet have overcome
the previous communication barrier.
Defense of the town is now in the hands of the United States military.
While no military installation exists in Sitka, the United State Coast Guard does
maintain a presence there. Sitka is not important as a strategic position, nor does
it have resources or the industrial capacity to attract an enemy to attempt to take
the town. Thus, if Sitka were attacked, it would probably be in conjunction with
other assaults on other parts of the west coast. The United States is in a much

better position to defend Sitka, as within hours aircraft could be in the vicinity,
with troops following shortly, and naval vessels within several days.
In a sense, you could say that geography was also responsible for Sitka's
Russian heritage. Having reached the Pacific before the United States was even
imagined and the British had formed much of an interest in that region, Russia
was the one nation able to do the exploring needed to uncover the mysteries of the
Northern Pacific. Once Alaska had been discovered, no other nation was close
enough to make settlement in the newly discovered region plausible.
The geographical difficulties that Russia experienced in large part led to
the sale of Alaska. This change of ownership affected the culture in Sitka. Sitka
developed mostly as an American city, because of the short time that the Russians
had inhabited the town, but some aspects of her Russian days still remain. The
Russian Orthodox Church remained strong in Sitka, and many Alaska natives
along the entire arc of the Alaskan Gulf coast and the Aleutian Chain are
members of the Russian Orthodox faith. Sitka's history is still very important to
the city, and many roads, businesses, and landmarks are named for historical
figures. The town has capitalized on her historical past and turned it into a
lucrative tourism business. Twenty-five cruise ships made a total of two hundred
seventy-seven visits to Sitka between May and September of 2001.

iiq

Sitka is no longer the capital of Alaska. In 1880, gold was discovered near
Juneau, the present day capital of Alaska. The discovery set off a rush, which the
Russians had feared would happen during their ownership of Alaska. As the
deposits were rich and extensive, Juneau was spared the fate of so many other
319
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boom-and-bust towns that had died a quick death when the miners had exhausted
the gold in the region.320
Juneau received a further boost when the Klondike gold rush occurred
1898. As noted earlier, the treaty between Russia and Britain in 1825 moved the
boundary between Alaska and Canada to the west. This move placed the gold
fields in Canadian territory, but this did not dissuade the prospectors that came en
^I

masse from Alaska, the United States, and other locales.

The primary routes to the gold fields were over the Chilkoot or White
Passes. These trails began in the towns of Dyea and Skagway, respectively,
located at the head of Lynn Canal. Men and supplies were transported up
Alaska's Inside Passage from Seattle, San Francisco, and other locations.

This

route took them directly past Juneau, but bypassed Sitka. Since by this time
Juneau was larger than Sitka, with the new influx of business in the city brought
by the gold rush, the denizens of Juneau were able to persuade the United States
Congress to move the capital from Sitka to Juneau.

'X'J'X

While the move was

approved in 1900, a provision was made that the move would not be effected until
there were "suitable grounds and buildings"324 to accommodate the new capital in
Juneau, which was fulfilled by 1904.325
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CHAPTER 10
CONCLUSION
The influence of geography took many forms during the time Sitka was in
Russian hands. It could be argued that the geographical difficulties that the
Russians faced were what caused the failure of the Russian American Company
and the subsequent sale of Alaska.
The distance between Russia and Sitka was perhaps the most difficult
problem to be overcome. Soon after the establishment of Kodiak, it became
apparent that supplying the colony would be the greatest concern for Shelikov and
later the Russian American Company. When Sitka was founded, it further
aggravated the situation as it was another settlement and more people that needed
to be provided for. Supplying the settlements in the colony from Okhotsk became
prohibitive, as the food and goods needed had to travel from western Russia to the
port, and then still had to be shipped to Alaska. Shortly after the formation of the
company, the shipping port was shifted to Kronstadt on Russia's Baltic shores.
This cut the transportation costs a great deal, and the dangerous route across the
Northern Pacific was avoided. But this route was not secure, either. Any war on
the European continent that involved Russia served to disrupt the shipping to the
company, as the ships would be vulnerable to predation. Also, war would also
mean that the supplies needed in Russian America would now also be needed for
the war effort. In any situation where the needs of the company came up against
the wishes of the government, the company came out the loser.

Distance from Russia made Sitka and the rest of Russian America
indefensible from a foreign aggressor. As has been covered previously, Russia
could not match the forces of the Americans and British in the Pacific. The
settlements in the colony could not defend themselves sufficiently against a
civilized aggressor should they come under attack. Had a foreign power decided
to take Alaska for their own, Russia could not have stopped them, and would
probably not have been willing to go to war with another nation over the North
American colony.
Communication between Sitka and company officials in Alaska, and the
directors in Saint Petersburg was also difficult because of the distance between
them. If the colony was in need of supplies, the chief manager either had to wait
for supply ships from Russia to arrive, or seek to buy what was needed from
foreign traders or settlements. A letter would take a year to go between Sitka and
Saint Petersburg, so there was no way to inform the company directors of what
was needed in the colony in time to fix any shortages experienced between the
arrival of supply ships.
The issue of distance was never completely overcome. The company
made an effort to do so through the establishment of Fort Ross and the attempts to
place a colony on Hawaii. Had Fort Ross proved to be productive, it would have
allowed the company to expand its operations, and possibly establish other
settlements. A constant supply of food may have helped coax settlers to Alaska,
even with the drawbacks previously noted in another chapter.

The settlement with the Hudson's Bay Company following the Dryad
incident provided the Russian American Company with the supplies that it
needed, but by this time, the fur trade was too weak to allow the company to
expand very far beyond the areas it already occupied. In addition to the problems
with the fur trade, there was no place left for a great deal of Russian expansion,
because of the treaties with the United States and Britain in 1824 and 1825.
After the trade of firearms to the natives in the region was banned, Sitka's
nearness to her competitors was a benefit to the town, owing to the need to trade
with the foreigners when supplies were low. Several times the purchase of cargo
from foreign captains, and sometimes the ship it was being carried in, prevented
shortages.
It was much different for the company, as the presence of the foreign
traders meant lost profits for the Russians. The American and British traders took
furs that the Russians would have received otherwise, but the foreigners also paid
higher prices to the natives than the Russians did. Thus, the natives came to
expect the higher prices, and the cost of obtaining furs rose for the company.
Before the ban on the trade of firearms, the enemies of the Russians were well
supplied with the implements needed to attack Sitka or the company's traders or
hunting parties. Hostilities did occur, and the company suffered occasional losses
to attacks by the Tlingits.
Sitka's climate presented difficulties to the Russians, as well. The almost
constant rain was hard on the buildings, causing the Russians to have to replace
them about every twenty years. Ships also suffered, especially those built in

Sitka, as they were constructed of wood that was not properly dried. Thus, the
company was forced to replace both their dwellings and transportation on a fairly
regular basis.
The wet weather also presented problems in agriculture, as grain could not
be grown. Only vegetables that were hardy enough to grow in the cool, wet
weather and relatively poor soil were able to be cultivated in and around Sitka.
Raising hay was difficult, as once the grass was cut, it was hard to dry it properly
before the rain returned.
The natural resources around Sitka both aided its establishment and were
very important to the town's survival. Without the supplies of fish that the
Russians were able to procure during the summer, the inhabitants at Sitka would
have undoubtedly starved during several periods. The salmon became the
lifeblood of the town, and it was a large portion of the diet when other supplies
were low. Other types of fish served to supplement the diet, and berries and roots
were gathered when they could be found. Deer and other wild meat were
welcomed when they could be hunted or bought from the natives, and the
Russians ate some shellfish.
The timber on the island was crucial, as it allowed the construction and
operation of a shipyard. The shipyard was very important to Sitka, as the ships
built therein helped to supplement the company's need for vessels to carry goods
for the company. Also, the yard provided needed repairs to company ships when
they were needed, which helped to prolong the life of the vessels and kept the

company from having to seek repairs far away in Petropavlovsk, Okhotsk, or in a
foreign settlement.
Without the large amount of natural resources, whether to provide food or
shelter, Sitka would not have been able to survive without them. The Russian
American Company was always in need of something that they could find in the
woods or waters near Sitka, although from natural sources they could not secure
enough food for the town. Still, the natural resources of the area are the greatest
reason that Sitka was able to survive and grow
Once the fur resources could no longer be exploited profitably, the
geographic difficulties associated with Alaska were too great for Russia to
overcome. The sale of Russian America to the United States placed the colony in
the hands of another power who was much more able to develop the resources of
the territory. This would benefit Sitka, as the town would finally gain settlers
who came to live in Sitka permanently. The capital of Russian America became
the capital of Alaska, and with the change of economic focus, would become a
town that existed on her own merits, without the artificial support of the Russian
American Company.
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APPENDIX
Table 1: Partial List of Tlingit Resources
Shellfish/Seafood
Fish
Clams
Salmon
Razor
King
Butter
Silver
Steamer
Chum
Horse
Humpback
Surf
Sockeye
Cockles
Trout
Abalone
Halibut
Mussels
Cod
Herring
Chiton
Eulachon
Dungeness Crab
Sculpin
Squid
Red Snapper
Land Animals
Deer
Marmot
Mountain Goat Squirrel
Mountain Sheep Wolf
Moose
Fox
Bear
Wolverine
Porcupine
land Otter
Beaver
Mink
Muskrat
Marten
Lynx
Weasel
Rabbit

Sea Mammals
Seals
Sea Lions
Porpoises
Sea Otters
Whales

Berries
Cranberries
High/low Bush
Soapberries
Salmonberries
Huckleberries
Serviceberries
Elderberries
Blue Currant
Nagoon (Lagoon
Berries)
Thimbleberries
Swampberries
Strawberries

Trees
Spruce
Hemlock
Alder
Cedar
Red/Yellow
Willow
Crab Apple
Birch
Jack Pine
Fir

Small Plants
Wild Celery
Wild Rhubarb
Lupine
Black Seaweed
Algae Seaweed
Skunk Cabbage
Devil's Club

Birds
Ducks
Mallard
Pin Tail
Widgeon
Geese
Swans
Cranes
Eagles
Ptarmigan
Sea Gulls
Grouse

Cultivated Tobacco

Taken from Olson, Wallace M. The Tlingit. Pg. 9
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1786 to
1797 to
1821 to
Kind of
1842 to
1796
1821
total
Peltry
1842
1862
Sea Otter
114195
97036
Skins
25899
262546
25416
Sea Otter
72559
79541
201403
Tails
25797
23506
Beaver
428
71026
162034
157484
390972
Skins
Otter (land)
5039
19913
29442
70473
124867
557024 2144982
Fur Seal
758502
372894 3833402
Black and
Silver Fox
Cross Fox
Red Fox
White Fox
Blue Fox
Marten
Wolverine N/A
Wolf
N/A
N/A
Mink
Black Bear N/A
N/A
Muskrat
Hair Seal N/A
Lynx
N/A
Pounds of
Ivory
Pounds of
Whalebone
Pounds of
Castoreum N/A

326

15046
20369
20665

15122
25017
36729

1517
68361
200

5160
45904
18263
1234
N/A
5410
2650
N/A
27
1819

17913
26462
45947

94848
141188

*
*

13628 /
55714 /
12782
15666
100
1564
24
201
1872
15481
5355
1993
250000 1300000
N/A
N/A
6927
N/A

32307
222113
46911
2898
225
32763
9998
1550000
27
8746

27550

343020

27792

53638

234000

35172

77004

124390 N/A

281

66081

*

1287

Dall, Alaska and its Resources, 538

- color
phases
combined for
this period

236466
879

2447

/ - color
phases
combined for
this period

Total for
1842-1862
77847
Total for
1842 -1862
54134
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