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For our intrepid travel companions, Shay Lydon and Van Vorhees






There is not one Lingít person, from the most modern corporate executive to the most unsophisticated villager, from the oldest great-grandparent whose dim eyes can see only memories to the youngest child who has just learned to form the words, who will not say “This is our land, for we still belong to it. We belong to Lingít Aaní.”

—Ernestine Hayes, Blonde Indian








Glossary


	Aleut:

	Russian term referring to the Unangan and Alutiiq people of southwestern and south central Alaska.

	Alutiiq (pl. Alutiit):

	Indigenous groups that traditionally inhabited the central coast of Alaska, including the outer Kenai Peninsula, Prince William Sound, Kodiak Island, and the Alaska Peninsula, also called the Sugpiaq.

	Anóoshi:

	Tlingit name for Russians.

	at.óow:

	Tlingit word for sacred clan-owned items that cannot be claimed by an individual. Might refer to names, houses, stories, songs, land, images of animals or the supernatural, and objects made with the images of those things.

	baidarka:

	Lightweight kayak made from a driftwood frame with a taut sea lion skin cover, used by Indigenous groups in the Aleutian Islands.

	Chaatlkꞌaanoow:

	Tlingit settlement and fort site at Point Craven at the southern tip of Chichagof Island, built and abandoned by Angoon clans, and later temporarily inhabited by the Sitka Kiks.ádi, after the Battle of 1804 and the Survival March.

	Chugach:

	A branch of Alutiiq (Sugpiaq) peoples inhabiting Prince William Sound and the Kenai coast.

	
Gájaa Héen:

	Tlingit fishing grounds, site of the first Russian fort (Fort Saint Michael) near Sitka, now known as “Old Sitka.”

	
Haida:

	Indigenous group who originally inhabited Haida Gwaii, an archipelago off the coast of present-day British Columbia.

	hít:

	Tlingit for house, a social unit and the structure where an extended family lived.

	Hoh:

	Indigenous people who originally inhabited the coastal areas in present-day Washington State, today considered a branch of the Quileute.

	Kashaya Pomo:

	Indigenous group in Northern California that originally inhabited the coastal area in what is now Sonoma County, also known as the Kashia Band of Pomo Indians.

	Kolosh:

	Russian name for the Tlingit, from kolyozh, the Chugach word for “alien.”

	
kwáan:

	A people’s ancestral place or traditional territory. There are twenty-one recorded traditional territories of the Tlingit, and these are at the heart of the way that Tlingit associates the relationship between peoples, clans, and lands.

	Lingít:

	Tlingit

	naa káani:

	Member of opposite clan commissioned to conduct a ku.éexꞌ, or potlatch. The naa káani helps to invite the other guests, and serves as “master of ceremonies” at the ceremony.

	New Archangel (Novoarkhangel’sk):

	Russian name for their settlement at Sitka.

	New Russia (Novorossiya):

	Russian name for their settlement at Yakutat.

	Noow Tlein:

	Original Tlingit village and fortification in Sitka on the site later called Castle Hill by the Russians.

	potlatch (ku.éex'):

	A traditional celebration common among the Tlingit, Haida, and other Indigenous groups in the Pacific Northwest. A Tlingit potlatch is often hosted by a clan or clans of the same moiety, with the guests being of the opposite moiety.

	
promyshlennik (pl. promyshlenniki):

	Russian hunter, fur trader, and/or mercenary in Siberia and Alaska.

	Quileute:

	Indigenous people who originally inhabited the coastal areas of Washington State.

	Saint Paul Harbor:

	Russian settlement established by Baranov on Kodiak Island, now called Kodiak.

	Shísꞌg̱i Noow:

	“Fortress of the Saplings,” the Kiks.ádi stronghold during the Battle of 1804.

	Three Saints Harbor:

	Russian settlement established by Shelikhov on Kodiak Island, now called Old Harbor.

	Tsimshian:

	Indigenous people who were the original inhabitants of the coastal area of British Columbia.

	Unangan:

	Original inhabitants of the Aleutian Islands, called Aleuts by the Russians.

	Xutsnoowú:

	“Fortress of the Bears,” Tlingit fort and village at Angoon.








Tlingit Names and Places

The Tlingit language (Lingít) was first written down by Russian Orthodox missionaries, who used Cyrillic script to record and translate. Throughout the nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries, anthropologists and explorers used ad hoc phonetic transcriptions, resulting in great inconsistency in the spelling of names and places. In more recent years, American and Canadian scholars have established more accurate and consistent phonetic orthographies. In this volume, we have used the modern American orthography which is the preference of the Tlingit speaking community in Southeast Alaska. Diacritical markings are used extensively to indicate pronunciation, including differences in tone (high versus low) and where the sound originates (lips versus tongue versus throat), all of which can impact meaning.






PROLOGUE Raising the Past


With an indignant croak, a glossy raven took flight from its canopy perch as a heavy dugout canoe splashed into the Indian River below. Concealed in the mist, the craft skimmed along the shore to a spot where a crowd had gathered. The crew issued a startling cry as the high-pointed prow cut through the gray curtain. The amassing spectators on land spun in unison to see the cloaked figures on the water raising their paddles skyward. It was, in fact, a friendly gesture. Recognizing the traditional Tlingit request for an invitation, the Raven clan hosts on shore beckoned the Eagle clan guests at sea to join the celebration. It was late September 1999, in Sitka, Alaska, and the occasion was a totem pole raising.

More than two thousand rain-soaked enthusiasts convened at Totem Park on the south side of Sitka to dedicate the city’s latest carved creation—a memorial pole in honor of the Tlingit warrior Kꞌalyáan and the Battle of Sitka of 1804. Beyond southeast Alaska, neither Kꞌalyáan nor the Battle of Sitka feature prominently in Native American history. Yet the man and the conflict profoundly shaped the destiny of North America. Today, the geopolitical configuration of the continent is defined by the colonial descendants of the Spanish, the British, and the French. But not the Russians. It did not have to be this way. Just as a Spanish inheritance defines the southern end of the continent and a French inheritance defines a sizable section of the eastern middle of the continent, a Russian inheritance of some kind, if not Russia itself, might have permanently occupied the northwestern flank of North America.

By the onset of the nineteenth century, the Russian Empire already reached across the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands to the Alaskan mainland. The objective of this expansionist project was to corner the lucrative North Pacific fur trade and colonize the American coastline down to Northern California. The audacious scheme was moving apace until the tsar’s plunderers were finally confronted and stalled in Sitka. In response, Russia launched its first and only military assault on the American mainland. Ultimately, it was neither Old World superpowers Spain and Britain nor New World upstart the United States who thwarted Russia’s grand ambitions, but a defiant band of Tlingit warriors, led by the Kiks.ádi leader Kꞌalyáan.

A caravan of six yellow buses pulled up to the park entrance, spilling out the student body of Mt. Edgecumbe High School. The crowd swelled, the rain picked up, the mood was cheery. The site chosen for the Kꞌalyáan pole was a snug clearing amid a hundred-acre stand of spruce and hemlock. To the local Tlingit community, this forest glade was hallowed ground, where ancestral blood had been spilled nearly two hundred years earlier. It marked the former location of Shísꞌg̱i Noow—Fortress of the Saplings—an ingeniously designed rainforest stronghold, where the culminating battle in the Tlingit-Russian war took place. And while the land straddling the Indian River was set aside by the US federal government in 1890, making it Alaska’s oldest national park, it was not until this day that the epic struggle would receive official recognition, Tlingit-style.

“Ever since I became leader of the Kiks.ádi, the Kꞌalyáan pole has been in my mind,” said clan head Al Perkins, a descendant from the line of Kꞌalyáan himself. All of Tlingit society is divided into two lineage groups, represented by the Raven and the Eagle. The Sitka-based Kiks.ádi belong to the Raven side.I When it was Perkins’s turn to assume leadership, the elders tutored the young man on Tlingit oral history and entrusted him to preserve and pass on the story of the Battle of Sitka. “Al, you will never forget our ancestors, our way of life, and the way our people lived,” Perkins was told. It was a formidable challenge.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the sons and daughters of Tlingit-Russian war veterans gathered annually to mourn at the site of Shísꞌg̱i Noow, but by the middle of the twentieth century, memories of the battle had begun to fade. During World War II, the US Army took control of the park, closing off access to the public and converting the grounds into an ammunition depot. After the war, the neglected and overgrown site became the local lover’s lane. Then, in the 1980s, a minor civic event galvanized Kiks.ádi leader Al Perkins.

In 1989 local businessman Lloyd Hames gifted the town a statue of Alexander Baranov, touting the founding governor of Russian Alaska as an icon of commerce. To the Tlingit community, Baranov was better known as the harbinger of destruction, who had led the Russian assault on their homeland. The celebration of their antagonist in a prominent public space infuriated Al Perkins. “When the statue commemorating Baranov went up, I knew that a memorial for Kꞌalyáan must rise as well,” he said. Perkins convened a meeting of clan leaders, whose ancestors had fought at the Battle of Sitka. “This kind of project entails a lot of community support,” he observed. The Kiks.ádi leader persuaded fellow clan elders to pool resources, eventually raising $50,000 to finance a memorial pole.

Next, he needed to find someone who could bring his vision into reality. He approached Tommy Joseph, a Tlingit artist and master carver of the Eagle-descended Kaagwaantaan clan. Because the Kꞌalyáan pole was the inspiration of Raven-affiliated clan elders, it was Eagle clan members who organized the ceremony. Tlingit custom has long dictated that family and friends from the opposite group, Raven or Eagle, are expected to take responsibility for managing important life observances—such as weddings, funerals, and housewarmings—for their clan counterparts. For centuries, totem pole raisings were among the most momentous occasions for Tlingit households. But the practice had fallen out of favor during the US government’s forced assimilation campaigns. The ancient art form was nearly lost, save for a handful of master carvers, who discreetly kept the old knowledge alive for a later generation to utilize.

At thirty-five-years old, Tommy Joseph was particularly young to be a master carver. Short in years but long in experience, Tommy had been hooked on woodcrafts since elementary school in his hometown of Ketchikan, studying the city’s rich collection of nineteenth-century Tlingit and Haida totem poles and apprenticing with the last remaining traditional carvers. He was a virtuoso in form line art, the distinctive northwest drawing style of curvilinear animated figures. Tommy later said that the commission from Al Perkins was “the biggest pole that I had ever worked on.”

Tommy sketched numerous drafts of the pole in accordance with the wishes of clan elders. Each Tlingit clan has its own crest, inspired from nature, conveying a legend about their origins and history. His task was to incorporate these crest images in a nimbly balanced and continuously flowing design concept. For a year and half, Tommy could be found daily in the carving shed of the Indian Cultural Center at the national park, along with assistant carver Tim Beltran. With long black hair and a flannel shirt, he patiently worked the handheld adze, rasps, and traditional tools to turn the rough-grained cedar trunk into a visual epic. The sculpted clan crests were made vivid with red, turquoise, black, and white paints.

Tommy did not just carve the Kꞌalyáan pole, but acted as maestro on the day it was erected. It would be a traditional Tlingit pole raising—“the way things were done in the old days”—by hand, using the strength of the community to lift the monument skyward.

The rain fell harder. Tommy coaxed a path through the crowd and strode to the center of the clearing. The pole rested horizontally, its base lined up over a deep hole and its middle propped up on a crossbeam, cradled by two tripods, which Tommy had fashioned out of tree limbs. Six anaconda-thick ropes were tied around the midsection. Tommy made a final check of the rigging and the crossbeams, then delivered instructions to the six teams of volunteers. He looked to Al Perkins for a cue. Ready. The Kiks.ádi leader had envisioned this moment for more than a decade. Pull. A resounding grunt went through the clearing.

Lifting a thirty-five-foot pole by hand requires brawn and balance. If the top weight gets too far out from the center of gravity, the pole can easily snap. The six lines were secured two in front, one on each side, and two behind. Teams of more than a dozen volunteers gripped each of the ropes. The Eagle-descended Kaagwaantaan clan manned the frontline teams, providing the brute strength to lift the massive log off the ground. The morning showers had softened the grass, which turned to mud under the trampling rope teams. The frontline haulers slipped on the soggy turf and fell on their knees. The heavy shaft wobbled, then lurched dangerously sideways toward the spectators. Looking the part of orchestra conductor, Tommy stood intently focused in the center and coordinated the multiple players all around him. He waved his arms furiously and barked orders—right, right, left, forward, steady. And the pole was vertical again.

While looking upward to gauge its position, Tommy sighted a bald eagle and black raven swirling above the treetops, monitoring the commotion below. It was an auspicious sign. The great pole teetered upright. The crossbeams bracketed the weight over the freshly dug hole. More volunteers rushed to the base to secure the monument in place. Cheers rang out. Tears were shed. The rain fell.

The spectators beheld the vibrant stacked figures, depicting the story of the Battle of Sitka. Eyes fixed on the raven head at the base. Contrary to popular notion, the rank order of a totem pole starts at the bottom, not the top. “Ignorance of Native culture has resulted in the misleading figure of speech about the low man on the totem pole,” Tommy Joseph said. “The most important figure is the lowest on the pole.” At the base was a carved homage to Kꞌalyáan. It was a likeness of the raven war helmet worn by the Kiks.ádi war commander in battle against the Russians. With a realistic black beak and feathered raven’s head, the war bonnet is among the most sacred relics to the Tlingit, no less so than the Liberty Bell is to Americans. Tommy re-created the helmet in eerie detail, down to the raven’s gleaming copper eyes.

The pole pays tribute to the Tlingit bands that joined forces in the Battle of Sitka. Moving up the pole, Kꞌalyáan’s war helmet is embraced by an upright frog, representing the Kiks.ádi, the Sitka clan that led the effort against the Russians. Next up is a beaver, the crest of the Deisheetaan clan, close allies of the Kiks.ádi, who played a crucial role in the final outcome.

Three more crest images were carved one on top of the other—a dog salmon, a sockeye salmon, and a woodworm, representing the Lꞌeeneidí, Lꞌuknax.ádi, and Gaanaxteidí clans, respectively, all of whom belong to the Raven side of Tlingit society. Thus, at the very top of the pole is a large black raven, resolute in its gaze, uniting the ancestors who bravely resisted the Russian assault on the Tlingit homeland and serving as an honor guard over the sacred ground of Shísꞌg̱i Noow.

“Today is the day that we come together, and it is now time to celebrate,” said Al Perkins. Tlingit songs and dances were performed in traditional robes and regalia. Dishes of local native cuisine were served from ornately carved ceremonial plates. Each of the elders told their own clan’s account of the Battle of Sitka. Rarely seen clan relics were put on display, including Kꞌalyáan’s raven helmet and his blacksmith’s cudgel. The guests crowded in to get a closer look at Kꞌalyáan’s war crown and favorite weapon. Taking in the day’s events, Al Perkins was gratified to see a promise to his people fulfilled. “This is going to be something to remember for a long time to come.”


	
I. Clans are the main economic, social, and political unit in Tlingit society. Traditionally, local clans hosted ceremonies, engaged in trade, organized hunting parties, cooperated or fought with other clans, and controlled territories and resources. All clans belong to one of two lineage groups, or moieties, identified as Raven or Eagle. Traditionally, the society is exogamous and matrilineal, which means individuals marry someone from the opposite moiety, and children are born into their mother’s clan. Tlingit culture displays a strong emphasis on social balance between moieties.








PART ONE






CHAPTER 1 Raven Makes the World


A skein of mist weaves through the columns of spruce and coils around the steep mountain backdrop. The gray vapor settles over Noow Tlein, a cluster of longhouses poised atop a bluff overlooking Sitka Sound. With commanding views of the wooded shoreline and islet-dotted bay, Noow Tlein was the nerve center of a major Tlingit settlement. The Sitka kwáan, or village, was nestled on the seaside of a rugged island at the western edge of the archipelago that runs along the Alaska panhandle. The Pacific Northwest is a land of snow-capped peaks and ice-chiseled fjords, evergreen forests and cascading streams, orca whales and brown bears, and relentless rain. For thousands of years, it has been the home of Tlingit nation.

The Na-Dene-speaking Tlingit are distantly related to the southern Navajo and Apache people. The Tlingit migration path into the Western Hemisphere started south, turned west toward the Pacific around British Columbia, then back north through the archipelago, eventually reaching the Gulf of Alaska. Bordered in the east by the continent’s tallest mountain range and in the west by an infinite sea, Tlingit country is a five-hundred-mile sliver of coastal rainforest. Sitka was one of a dozen major Tlingit settlements within this primeval realm. With access to abundant natural resources and lucrative trade routes, Sitka was a healthy and prosperous community. On the eve of first encounters, in the mid-eighteenth century, the Sitka kwáan was home to roughly a thousand people, about one tenth of the total Tlingit population.

Like all Tlingit kwáan, the Sitka community comprised both Raven and Eagle matrilineal clans. To maintain social balance, Raven-descended clans were connected to Eagle-descended clans through networks of marriage and norms of reciprocity. The clans, in turn, were organized into autonomous houses (hít), where extended families lived, sheltering sixty people or more. The Tlingit had a social hierarchy, with the houses of elite families at the top of clan society. The structure was not fixed, however. A house could rise and fall in status, based on family size, accumulated wealth, or strong personalities. There was no all-powerful chief in Sitka. Each clan in the village and each house within the clan had its own elder authority figures—headmen, warriors, and shaman. Village-level decisions, when necessary, were made collectively at a council of elders.

Noow Tlein was the base of the Kiks.ádi clan, one of Sitka’s most prominent Tlingit bands. It was the stronghold of Shkꞌawulyeil, head of the Point House, a long-reigning elite family among the Sitka Kiks.ádi. The Raven-descended Kiks.ádi were aligned with the Eagle-descended Kaagwaantaan. Keeping with Tlingit norms, Shkꞌawulyeil was the son of a privileged elder of the Kaagwaantaan clan, but raised by his maternal uncle in the Kiks.ádi clan. When he came of age, Shkꞌawulyeil inherited his uncle’s role as clan leader. Now he was ready to stake claim to a higher position for the Sitka Kiks.ádi within Tlingit nation.

As the winter solstice approached, Noow Tlein was in darkness for almost eighteen hours a day. The extended Point House family had vacated their summer camps and were gathered together under one roof. The longhouse was a spacious chamber, with levels leading down to the central fire pit. Smoke billowed out a large hole in the roof above. Along the sides were closeted sections for individual families to sleep and store their belongings. The headman’s family lived at the back of the house, behind a form line–painted screen. Here, Shkꞌawulyeil and his clan relatives were plotting a power grab. But it was neither a military assault nor economic plunder that concerned them. They were planning a party.



Beneath a flickering seal oil lamp, the Kiks.ádi elders were preoccupied with the final details of a potlatch feast. A potlatch was not merely a lavish banquet for friends and relatives, it was a political campaign, meant to reward followers and impress rivals. An uninspiring potlatch would diminish the reputation of the hosting house and its presiding head. A well-orchestrated potlatch would bolster the power ranking of the Sitka Kiks.ádi throughout the northwest archipelago. Shkꞌawulyeil was anxious for the affair to go well.

The elders considered whom to invite. Of course, the village house leaders and families would attend. Invitations would also go out to clan leaders in distant Tlingit settlements, with whom the Sitka Kiks.ádi sought to build security and trade relations. They decided to invite the Eagle-descended Kaagwaantaan from Klukwan on the Chilkat River and the Raven-descended Deisheetaan from Xutsnoowú in Angoon. Shkꞌawulyeil then chose two high-ranking elders to serve as naa káani, the official envoys of the clan, who would travel by canoe into the archipelago to entreat the special guests. The Tlingit were a status-conscious people.

Preparations for the potlatch had been ongoing throughout the year. Specialty foods were harvested, cooked, and preserved for the great feast. Fur-bearing animals—such as otter, beaver, and mountain goat—were hunted, skinned, and processed into coverlets and blankets. Rare commodities, such as copper, jade, and caribou antler, were acquired through trade and fashioned into jewelry and tools. The more generous the gifts, the more applauded the potlatch.

All the members of Point House were mobilized for the big event. Other Kiks.ádi house heads came to Shkꞌawulyeil, offering to provide gifts and food as well. Not all families were wealthy enough to host a potlatch, so this was an opportunity to gain recognition for a particular house and to contribute to the clan’s overall good fortune. As the solstice drew near, the Kiks.ádi rehearsed songs and dances late into the night in the glow of the large fire pit. Leaving nothing to chance, Shkꞌawulyeil went out in the early mornings for ritual bathing in the cold sea to cleanse the spirit of the Point House.

On the day of the celebration, mad barking on the beachfront roused the occupants of Noow Tlein. All Tlingit villages kept dog packs to guard against wild animals and sneak attacks and to accompany the hunt for deer, goat, and bear. The howling brought a small crowd to the edge of the cliff. The first canoes were arriving from Angoon. The Deisheetaan leader sat prominently in the bow of a large cedar canoe, holding thirty people. His retinue was close to a hundred guests. Soon after, the Kaagwaantaan leader arrived in a wide cottonwood canoe, commanding scores of clan relatives from the large Klukwan village to the north.

The Kiks.ádi ran down to the beach to greet their guests. Still on the water, the visitors stood upright in their canoes, flaunting their finely made robes, headwear, and jewelry. All the guests rose and broke into song. It was the beginning of a familiar Tlingit call-and-response ritual. When the song ended, the Kiks.ádi on land answered with their own salutations. The mutual serenading went on for more than an hour. Finally, Shkꞌawulyeil came forward. He was wearing a lustrous beaver cloak with eagle down sprinkled in his long black hair. The Kiks.ádi summoned their guests to haul their canoes onto the beach and welcomed them to Sitka.



Tell us a story about Raven, grandmother. A clan matriarch, wrapped in a lynx-trimmed robe, gathered the children in a close circle. In the Pacific Northwest, Raven is muse and protagonist of countless stories that entertain and explain. Raven is akin to the coyote in Navajo lore—intelligent, willful, troublemaking, and the central character of origin myths. Raven, or yéil, made the tides, the salmon, and the people, although not from any grand plan or benevolent motive. Raven acts from curiosity, self-interest, or comeuppance. The irrepressible raven is a familiar denizen of the coastal rainforest, living on the edge of human settlements and keeping a watchful eye on the happenings therein. For the animistic Tlingit, Raven is the foremost personality among the many spirit companions, who inhabit their world. The grandmother waved her hand and the children hushed. I will tell you the story of how Raven stole the sun.

At the beginning of time, there was no world. There was only darkness and Raven. At that time, Raven learned that far away there was a large house, in which a rich man kept the light just for himself. Raven thought over all sorts of plans for getting this light into the world. The rich man living there had a daughter, and Raven said, “I will make myself very small and drop into the water as a speck of dirt, and the girl will swallow the water and become pregnant.” When the time came, they made a bed out of soft moss and the baby was born there. Its eyes were very bright and moved around rapidly.

The Tlingit children were rapt, delighted by Raven’s shape-shifting transformation.

The old man had hung bundles on the walls of the house. When the child grew larger, he crawled around and cried for many days, pointing at the bundles. Finally, the grandfather said, “Give my grandchild what he is crying for. Give him that bag hanging on the end.” The child played with the bundle on the floor. But suddenly he let it go, and it floated up through the smoke hole. It went straight up into the air and the stars scattered across the sky.

Later, the baby cried again and pointed at another bundle. He cried so much that his mother thought he would die. Then his grandfather commanded his daughter to “untie the next one and give it to him.” The child played with it for a long while, until he let it also escape through the smoke hole. And there was the big moon in the sky.

Now the only thing remaining was the box that held the daylight. The child cried for it for many days. He turned around and his eyes showed different colors, and his family thought he must be some extraordinary baby. But it always happens that a grandfather loves his grandchild, so he gave in. “Give the last thing to him.” The grandfather felt sad when he said this. When the child had his hands on it, he uttered the raven cry—Ga! He flew out the smoke hole with the box. Then the old man lamented, “That old raven has stolen all my things!”

This was how Raven stole the sun. Because of Raven, there is light instead of darkness, there is knowledge of the world we live in. The children roared with approval.



A Tlingit potlatch exhibited as much pageantry and pomp as a Venetian carnival. The guests from Klukwan and Angoon formed a procession line before Noow Tlein. At the front of the queue stood the guest leaders, donning wide-brimmed spruce woven hats with slender foot-tall conical crowns. The hats were painted with colorful clan crests and embellished with dangling abalone shells, bear claws, and copper trinkets. The headmen were accompanied by their wives, sporting fashionable bone and ivory labrets inside their lower lips to accentuate a protruding countenance.

The Kiks.ádi were arrayed at the entrance in fancy robes, embroidered with animal images and family crests. With enthusiasm, the hosts launched into another welcome song. Then the guests were escorted to assigned places inside the longhouse.

Shkꞌawulyeil stepped to the front of the crowded room. It was the leader’s responsibility to act as tradition bearer for the clan. The potlatch was the main venue to recall departed ancestors and retell the stories of seminal events. For a society sustained by oral tradition, potlatch stories were not simply a form of entertainment—they were hallowed testimonials entrusted from one generation to the next. The stories elaborate a clan’s history and sustain a collective memory. Shkꞌawulyeil’s face was scarcely visible between his oversized spruce bonnet and the mink-lined collar of his flowing robe. He jingled the puffin beaks tied to a ceremonial rattle and shared the story of the of the Kiks.ádi clan.

“When we were first born, people hated us,” he said. “Afterwards some people called the Sky people brought war on us. They destroyed us. One woman saved herself. She dug a hole under a log to conceal herself from the enemy,” he said. This lone survivor became the mother of a reborn Kiks.ádi clan. The oral narratives say that the Kiks.ádi originally came from the southern reaches of the archipelago, near Ketchikan. In ancient times, they lived along the shore of a lake near Kiks Bay (now known as Helm Bay). The People of Kiks migrated northward.

They came down the Stikine River, settling for a while near Wrangel, forming the large Stikine kwáan. At some point, a faction of Kiks.ádi families split off and moved north again. The phenomenon of hunter-gathering bands splintering and migrating to new territory is the story of the spread of humanity out of Africa and around the world. Sometimes the driver of migration was violent conflict, sometimes it was food shortage, sometimes it was family quarrels. For the Kiks.ádi, the migration was compelled by war.

It was during this migration, Shkꞌawulyeil explained, that the Kiks.ádi adopted the frog as their crest animal. “A man and his wife were crossing the mouth of a big bay, when it became so foggy that they could not even see the water around their canoe. They stopped where they were. Then quite a distance away in the thick fog, they heard singing, and it continued for a long time. The voice was so powerful they could hear it echo off the mountains. When the fog began to rise, they went nearer to the song. They looked about and saw that it came from a little frog. They paddled for some time in the direction that the frog was taking them. Finally, the wife said that she was going to claim this frog. She took it ashore and treated it like a child. She carried it into the woods and put it down by a lake. And that is how the Sitka Kiks.ádi came to claim the frog.”

Shkꞌawulyeil ended the story. For those in attendance, the performance was an affirmation of clan identity. Each Tlingit clan has its own crest, or identity marker—usually an animal. The crest animal is central to a clan’s origin myth and its spirit is a source of clan strength. The Kiks.ádi crest embodied a story of survival, as the little frog led the people to safety and prosperity in Sitka. The crest is sacred to a Tlingit clan in the same way that a coat of arms is sacred to a medieval dynastic family or a religious icon is sacred to a community of the faithful.

Archaeologists confirm that humans have inhabited Sitka across the millennia. The defining landmark in the region is Mount Edgecumbe, a snow-capped dormant volcano on an island at the western entrance of the sound. Except for an occasional rumble, geological surveys indicate that the volcano has not been active for more than four thousand years. Yet the Tlingit refer to the cauldron-shaped monument as Lux, which translates as “flashing.” The old name likely derives from the time when Mount Edgecumbe was still active, spewing lava and streaking the night sky with bursts of orange. The reference lends credence to the clan’s territorial claims. Clan leader Al Perkins asserts that “the Kiks.ádi people were the first people to come to this country. They came up from the south. This is why Sitka is Kiks.ádi country.”



A team of female servers entered the longhouse, carrying steaming cauldrons and bulging baskets. A Tlingit potlatch is a celebratory feast, with food and drink aplenty, served on the house finery. Special hardwood feasting bowls, decorated with family crests and animal figures, were set down next to large serving spoons, whittled from mountain goat horns. Heaping platters of smoked king salmon, roasted venison, and wild berry sauces were placed before the hungry guests. The Tlingit caviar, herring roe, spilled over the rims of hemlock bowls. Vessels of fish oil accompanied the food. The popular Tlingit drink was made from boiling eulachon, a kind of smelt, in large tubs and ladling out the fatty oil, which was stored in seal bladder sacks until slightly rancid. Throughout the meal, the Point House boomed with caroling, drumming, and laughter. Shkꞌawulyeil intently surveyed his sated guests. It was now time for the main event—the distribution of gifts.

Gift-giving was an institutionalized feature of Tlingit society. In contrast to a market economy, a gift-exchange economy means that valued goods or services are transferred to someone else without immediate or specified compensation in return. It is not an altruistic act, nor is it an economic transaction. Rather, gifts are a social investment. Within the clan, the gifts legitimize internal power relations and the hierarchy of houses. With one’s counterpart clan, gifts reinforce norms of mutual support and indebtedness. Beyond that, gifts enhance status and cultivate influence. There is much nuance to the practice. A gift should correspond to social rank, while expectations of reciprocity compel that a gift should not exceed the means of the recipient. Not too extravagant, not too sparing.

The Tlingit did not know the wheel, iron, or gunpowder, yet working with local materials they were highly skilled artisans, engineers, and bladesmiths. Point House members were crafting items all year long in anticipation of the potlatch. The Deisheetaan and Kaagwaantaan headmen were the first to receive their presents. Each was bestowed with a copper shield, a coveted luxury. Made from metals obtained through trade with the northern Tlingit, the copper was heated and molded into a ceremonial breastplate, engraved with form line artwork and crest images.

In descending rank order, the gifts were allocated: stacks of embroidered goat wool blankets, plush otter and beaver fur skins, a metal-bladed dagger with an inlaid abalone pommel, painted bentwood boxes, wooden halibut fishing hooks sculpted in the shape of a sea lion, a taut deerskin tambourine with seashell jangles. No one at the potlatch was left empty-handed.

Despite the freezing temperature outside, the Point House was sweltering from the roaring fire and presence of several hundred bodies. Shkꞌawulyeil spoke again about the Kiks.ádi homeland, reminding the assembled of territorial boundaries. The basic resources for food and shelter, harvested from the surrounding woods and waters, were held collectively by the clan. But it was the headman who determined which families worked which hunting grounds, salmon streams, and berry patches, a prerogative that reinforced the status of the Point House. Shkꞌawulyeil now conferred fishing rights on his guests for the spring herring run, when massive schools of the silver fish arrived in Sitka Sound. The nutrient-rich roe collected from the spawning herring was a staple in the Tlingit diet. The Deisheetaan and Kaagwaantaan leaders nodded their approval at the Kiks.ádi concession, which would be reciprocated in some form on their own territory. While interclan territorial conflicts were not uncommon, the Tlingit generally adhered to a well-developed system of property rights.



Shkꞌawulyeil clapped his hands and called for more gifts. Four people with close-cropped hair came to the side of the host. Shkꞌawulyeil invited his two guest clan leaders to come forward and make a choice. One pointed to a tall young man and the other pointed to a strong-looking woman. They were the gifts.

Even twenty years after the Civil War ended, slavery still existed in one far corner of the United States. Involuntary servitude was a customary practice among the Indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest, including the Tlingit. Slaves were taken as prisoners of war and held for ransom. If the price was too high, then the captive’s freedom was forfeited and they became property of an assigned owner. As a trade commodity, a healthy slave was worth as many as twenty furs or a hundred blankets. It was taboo to enslave a fellow clansperson, but all others were fair game. Relegated to the bottom of society, these captives accounted for 10 percent or more of the population in Tlingit villages. The personal treatment of enslaved persons ranged from abusive to affectionate, depending on the owner’s disposition. Not until 1886, in a case brought before a US military court in Sitka, was Tlingit slavery outlawed. “The petitioner must be released from the merciless restraint imposed upon him, and go forth a free man,” the judge ruled.

Shkꞌawulyeil had taken possession of these unfortunate souls during a summertime revenge raid on the Tsimshians, an Indigenous people to the south. Interclan and intertribal conflict was a normal state of affairs with the Tlingit and neighboring groups, frequently yielding human prizes. He had been keeping the four captives as servants until now. Slaves were an extravagant gift. By bestowing these people on his peer rivals, Shkꞌawulyeil was showing off the wealth and power of the Point House.

And what of the other two slaves? Shkꞌawulyeil raised his hand over the head of a Tsimshian stripling, a lad of noble lineage. He declared that the adolescent was free. The potlatch guests gestured their approval. He then directed attention to the last man, a gaunt Tsimshian warrior, and condemned him to death.

The ceremonial execution of slaves was a climactic moment in a potlatch. The captive was led outside, where a circle of spectators formed around the impassive warrior. A Kiks.ádi shaman entered the circle, wearing a ghoul-faced mask and brandishing a whale-rib baton. He approached the victim from behind and collared him across the neck with the baton. With a ferocious grip, the shaman pulled back and strangled the man to death. The spirit of the deceased was destined to serve the Point House ancestors, while the body was disposed in the bay.



The potlatch festivities reached their finale. The visiting parties assembled to show their appreciation for the gifts and feast. The Deisheetaan and Kaagwaantaan each presented a ritual dance and song of gratitude to the hosts. The guest clans tried to outdo each other with their performances, much to the satisfaction of Shkꞌawulyeil. The potlatch, he believed, was a triumph.

The Klukwan leader announced that his clan had something to present to Shkꞌawulyeil and called on his associate Shuwsꞌaa, a Kaagwaantaan elder. Shuwsꞌaa was married to Shkꞌawulyeil’s sister, who resided in the Klukwan village. Her eldest son had reached adolescence, which meant it was time to leave his boyhood home and go to live in the house of his maternal uncle.

Shuwsꞌaa introduced his son. He was Kꞌalyáan, and from this moment, a princeling of the Point House. Shkꞌawulyeil beamed. This was the same path of inheritance that he had followed. Shkꞌawulyeil too was born into the Kaagwaantaan clan, the son of Aankalaseek. The Kiks.ádi leader would groom Kꞌalyáan to become an elite warrior and his heir apparent. Standing together on the cliffside of Noow Tlein, uncle and nephew reviewed the flotilla of canoes, laden with gifts, as they paddled away from Sitka.

At this moment, the Kiks.ádi and their allies were reenacting the familiar rites that had guided Tlingit society for centuries. Unknown to the participants, however, this long-standing order was about to come to an end. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the Sitka kwáan would be forcibly drawn into an imperialist plot to seize the Kiks.ádi homeland.





THE LAST POTLATCH

By the end of the nineteenth century, the stated policy of US officials and missionaries was to “civilize” the Alaskan natives, convert them to Christianity, and encourage them to give up their superstitious beliefs and tribal customs. These included their native language, traditional foods, and—chief among these maligned practices—the ku.éex’, or ceremonial potlatch.

Governor John Brady, formerly a Presbyterian missionary, supported the goals, but he resisted imposing legal restrictions on these practices. Instead, he implemented subtler coercive measures to encourage the change. In 1904 Brady agreed to allow one last potlatch to settle all debts and imbalances between clans. It was meant to be a sort of farewell to this long-standing tradition.

Brady’s allies from the Kaagwaantaan clan hosted this extravagant affair. The governor even secured funding from the US Department of Interior, promising that it would result in lasting good will and good behavior among the Tlingit.

The so-called last potlatch started on December 23, 1904, when Raven clan guests arrived on Japonski Island, south of Sitka, paddling traditional dugout canoes and waving American flags. Then followed four weeks of feasting, dancing, and celebrating, with guests arriving from all over Southeast Alaska. The Kaagwaantaan hosts dedicated five monumental wood carvings that were installed at Eagle and Wolf houses in the area. The local newspaper noted that some elders were “using the opportunity to impress upon the younger members of the tribe… the necessity of maintaining their old customs and traditions.” Indeed, the Tlingit never did give up this age-old practice, continuing to hold potlatches in secret or in conjunction with more acceptable US holidays.

In recent decades, there has been a resurgence in the practice of potlatch—most notably with the 2004 Centennial Potlatch, somewhat ironically commemorating the “last potlatch” from a century before. Again, the Kaagwaantaan hosted this celebration, which entailed much feasting and dancing. Several museums allowed use of Tlingit ceremonial hats and other objects from their collections, including some of the wood carvings that were originally dedicated at the 1904 event.

Tlingit elder Harold Jacobs later recalled the moving event. “It was a breathtaking sight to see these hats and blankets ‘alive’… bearing resonating sounds of 1904 and the ancestors who used them then, now willed with the words and music and dance of their descendants 100 years later… who were told to give up potlatches and their way of life and their language, who 100 years later were still there to say, ‘We never gave up.’ ”






CHAPTER 2 The Great Northern Expedition


Early modern Russia missed out on the Age of Science and Discovery. Old Muscovy’s boyar elite was a tradition-soaked, self-indulgent cult, shrouded in medieval mysticism. The precocious boy-tsar, Peter Alexievich Romanov, never fit in. Peter’s curiosity about the outside world was unquenchable. He spent long hours in the city quarter for foreign merchants, who regaled the young prince with tales of the wonders of the modern age. He became the first Russian ruler to venture beyond the border. Traveling in disguise, Peter and his raucous entourage crisscrossed the continent, meeting with monarchs, dining with dignitaries, and carousing with commoners. His visits to the maritime hubs Amsterdam and London convinced Peter that Russia was still living in a dark age.

In 1689, at the ripe age of seventeen, Peter banished his plotting sister, the regent Sophia, to a convent. The throne was now his alone. Peter vowed to replace superstition with science, backwardness with progress, East with West. He humiliated the old elite, forcing aristocrats to shave their beards and wear Western clothes. He subordinated the church to secular authority. He upended the traditional social order, forbidding arranged marriages and promoting the humble to high rank. He moved the capital from Moscow to St. Petersburg, and moved New Year’s Day from September to January. And he made Russia a seafaring power to be reckoned with, earning him the moniker of Peter the Great.

Toward the end of his reign, in 1724, Peter’s maritime obsession culminated in a grandiose project of exploration to the still-unknown quarter of the northern hemisphere where Eurasia met America. The Great Northern Expedition was the most ambitious and expensive state-sponsored odyssey the world had ever seen. It revealed the hidden wonders of Siberia, surveyed the continents and mapped the coastlines of the northern Pacific, and took inventory of the plants, animals, and people found therein. He recruited an international team of mariners, engineers, and scientists for the outrageous scheme. It was Peter’s signature project to recast Russia as an enlightened Western power and to stake a claim in the New World.



“It is very necessary to have a navigator who has been to North America,” the tsar insisted. Peter micromanaged his new navy, from choosing the blue-on-white Saint Andrew’s cross for its flag to hammering the iron bolts into its latest warship. And so he dictated a list of instructions to the Russian Admiralty for the Great Northern Expedition. His high commanders scoured the officer roll to find a suitable candidate to lead the expedition. They found their man patrolling the Baltic in the Lesnoe, a ninety-gun frigate.

Danish-born Vitus Bering enlisted in the Imperial Russian Navy in 1704, when Denmark and Russia were allied against the reigning bully of the Baltic, King Charles XII of Sweden. The well-traveled Bering had worked on whalers since his teens, taking him to North America, the West Indies, and the Indian Ocean. In the Russo-Swedish War, Bering impressed in logistics and supply, vital skills for transoceanic voyages. His junior officers described him as a dutiful, fair-minded, and sober commander—not the most common combination of traits in the Russian navy. The Admiralty dispatched a messenger to locate the Lesnoe and order its master to return to port for reassignment. In December 1724 Peter signed the decree naming Captain Bering to lead his epic journey of discovery, at a salary of 480 rubles per year.

Bering was a reluctant adventurer, a middle-aged officer in the midst of a middling career. He tingled at the prospects of advancement and fame, but was daunted by the scale of the assignment. Upon receiving the commission, Bering hurried home to Vyborg to share the good news with his wife Anna. He explained that his task would keep him away for three years. It was much longer. The Great Northern Expedition was a larger undertaking than anyone imagined, becoming two separate journeys: a six-year trek to find the fabled Northeast Passage between Eurasia and North America, and a ten-year odyssey to scope out and claim a piece of this continent for Russia.

The expedition’s mastermind, Peter the Great, did not live to see the final results. In early 1725, just two days after Bering departed the capital, Russia’s indefatigable ruler was put to rest by a gangrenous bladder. As obsessed with medical science as he was with naval warfare, Peter was surely disappointed that he could not observe his own autopsy.

In June 1728, after three years of river portages, winter camps, and dogsled treks across Siberia, Bering’s company reached the Pacific coast. From here began a voyage into the unknown. Bering consulted his orders: “Sail along the land that lies to the north, search for the place where that land may be joined to America, and then proceed to a settlement belonging to a European power.” The problem was that Bering had been given three contradicting maps of the Far East—more speculation than geolocation. The cautious captain ventured into the Pacific and headed north-northeast, always keeping Siberia’s coastline in sight. A month later his sixty-foot craft rounded the stark cliffs of Cape Dezhnev and entered the narrow strait that separates America and Asia.

A cacophony of auks and gulls serenaded the crew while the captain pondered. To the west, the top of Siberia and the mouth of the great Kolyma River awaited; to the north, the momentarily ice-free waters of the Arctic deceived; and, to the east, concealed by thick cloud cover, the New World beckoned. Satisfied that no land bridge connected the continents, Bering made his decision: “It is better to return and search for a safe harbor on Kamchatka than to remain in these northern waters, where on some dark night in fog we will become beached and face contrary winds, and not be able to free ourselves.” Bering turned around and went home.

Upon his St. Petersburg homecoming, Bering earned the noble rank of captain-commander, a handsome bonus of a thousand rubles, and the sting from a swarm of critics. Having traveled so far, why did the company stop short of North America? Bering, his rivals said, was perhaps a prudent skipper, but certainly a gutless explorer. Bering was shaken by the controversy. He lobbied the Admiralty to support a bigger expedition that would go all the way to America. It was the Age of Empire, Russia was on the rise, and the proposal won over the cabinet. When the scheme was pitched to the new empress, Peter’s niece, Anna Ivanovna, she endorsed her uncle’s vision of a Russian America. Bering would get another chance.



Bering’s first journey was a trial run. The second voyage would make the Great Northern Expedition one of early modern history’s most remarkable scientific undertakings. The preparations alone took ten years. The Admiralty, Senate, and College of Arts and Science compiled an ever-expanding list of tasks for Bering, from surveying the vast interior and cataloguing the people, animals, plants, and minerals of Eurasia, to charting the waters of the northern Pacific and exploring the islands and coastline of North America. Bering was even ordered to extend the Russian postal system across Siberia.

“We, your humble servants, will be sailing this spring, if God permits, as soon as the ice melts. We will do our utmost to follow your instructions,” Bering informed the empress. In early June 1741, two packet-style vessels, the Saint Peter and Saint Paul, double-masted and medium-sized, weighed anchor from Avacha Bay. The Pacific haven, nestled among Kamchatka’s steaming volcanoes, was the starting point for the sea voyage. Aboard the flagship, the Saint Peter, the captain-commander stood upon the sun-drenched deck and gazed on the “Three Brothers,” the towering rock sea stacks at the entrance to Avacha Bay. Russia’s quest for America was underway.

Within a fortnight, the sister ships were separated in a storm and never reunited. Weeks passed without any sign of land. The crew became ornery. Bering fretted about the return voyage, anticipating foul weather and countervailing winds. On July 16, 1741, a cry sounded and the gloom lifted. Three score crewmen scurried across the Saint Peter’s deck, gawked, and pointed: through a veil of mist was the unmistakable shadow of land. Next day the clouds parted to reveal the intimidating splendor of Mount Saint Elias (Yasꞌéitꞌaa Shaa in Tlingit, meaning “the mountain behind the icy bay”). Exultant cheers went up and a merry celebration ensued. The taciturn captain stared at the snow-capped giant for a long while, before returning to his cabin. “They are like pregnant windbags,” Bering grumbled,” all puffed up with expectations.”

Bering duly noted the sighting in his logbook, and was ready to go home. He was a sailor, not a discoverer. His apprehension of being stranded in the North Pacific in winter overrode the crew’s eagerness to make landfall and investigate the terrain. He finally dropped anchor on the leeward side of a small island. But it was only to launch a longboat to fetch fresh water. “So, we have come all this way just to bring American water back to Asia,” sniped a junior officer. For the next three weeks, the Saint Peter plodded westward, following the contours of the coast, taking in the islands, coves, forests, and mountains of southern Alaska, occasionally stopping for water. The scenery was amazing, the pace was slow. In mid-August, Bering ordered a southwest course, away from America and toward Russia.

Back on the open sea, the captain’s fears were realized. Strong westerlies stalled the Saint Peter’s advance. Water and food ran low. The crew fell to scurvy. Bering too was taken ill, and confined to his cabin. In early October, the ship was battered by a western gale. “In all my fifty years at sea, I have never experienced a storm as this,” said the frightened navigator. “The wind charged with such a terrible rage that we were in danger of losing our mast or rudder.” The ferocious weather pounded the crew for nearly two weeks. The Saint Peter had become a floating deathtrap.

In early November, the teetering vessel approached a stark island. An extraordinary sea council was convened by the officers to debate two high-risk options. Bering made the case to continue to the Kamchatka Peninsula, which must be close, and pray that the ship holds together. The alternative was to beach the ship and make camp on this windswept slab, where at least they would have access to water and food. The captain-commander was outvoted. The Saint Peter was run up on the rocks. Unknown to the council, the Kamchatka Peninsula was only a hundred miles west.

The crew was grounded until next spring. Crude shelters and fire pits were dug into the earth on the leeward side. Of the Saint Peter’s roll of seventy-seven men, only forty-six survived the winter. The ship’s physician took special care of the captain-commander. Bering’s scurvy symptoms improved, but he never regained his strength. He was sixty years old and worn down by a decade of battles against Siberian wilderness, Pacific cyclones, and tsarist bureaucracy. He died on December 19, 1741, alone on this remote outcrop, half a world away from home. His passing went unnoticed by contemporaries, but history would eventually include him in the pantheon of great explorers. Yet Bering surely would have traded all his posthumous fame to be with his beloved wife Anna and his sons one more time. Laid to rest in a shallow grave, the ship’s doctor, Georg Steller, listed “grief” as the cause of death.



“When Captain-Commander Bering learned of my insatiable desire to visit foreign lands and investigate their conditions and curiosities, he requested that I come meet him,” said Georg Steller. “I could see right away that I would be persuaded to join his expedition to America.” The boundless opportunity in Europe’s newest empire lured the ambitious twenty-five-year-old physician from Wittenberg to St. Petersburg in 1734. Steller befriended another German transplant, naturalist Daniel Gottlieb Messerschmidt, whose Siberian field trips had yielded the first fossil remains of a wooly mammoth. When Messerschmidt died in 1735, Steller inherited his unpublished field notes, rare specimen collection, and grieving young widow. Bering chose well in recruiting Steller as ship doctor and naturalist. The prodigious scientific findings of the Great Northern Expedition were owed primarily to his enthusiasm, stamina, and brilliance, which also explains why his fellow officers could not stand him.

Steller wanted to fit in, expected to fit in, and was dismayed when he didn’t fit in. He was clueless about seafaring protocol. Steller was a scientist, not a seaman. In a bookish sense, he was the superior of his colleagues, and could not help to let them know. But in a practical sense, he was their inferior, which they in turn were ever quick to affirm. “They deluded themselves into being highly insulted if anyone should say anything that they did not know.” Throughout the voyage, Steller forced his opinion into every critical decision, to the indignation of the other officers. He had earned their scorn early in the voyage by persuading Bering that some floating debris indicated that land was nearby to the south. Bering followed Steller’s hunch, but Steller had misread the signs. The Saint Peter was nowhere near land and was heading for the Hawaiian Islands, two thousand miles away. After four days, the vexed captain reversed course.

Long before the crew was marooned, Bering had become hostile to advice from his science officer. When the Saint Peter at last reached the jagged coast of mainland Alaska, Steller goaded Bering to make anchor in a safe-looking inlet. Mindful of hidden shoals, the captain parried: “Have you been there already and know for sure?” Bering even refused permission for Steller to accompany the crew sent to refill the water barrels, saying that he would be murdered by the natives. The captain offered to make him a hot chocolate instead. But Steller would not be denied. He threatened the captain with a negative report to the Admiralty. Bering conceded and allowed Steller to visit Kayak Island.

Steller took full advantage, gathering rare plants, minerals, and animal bones and cramming a notebook with illustrations and observations. He wandered away from his armed companions and into the woods. Steller discovered that they were not alone when he came across a still warm ash pit, a cache of dried salmon, and a freshly trodden path. Looking around, he saw only trees. Bering’s warning about hostile denizens flashed through his mind. Undeterred, Steller continued his investigations, welcoming a human encounter should it come. When the crewmen had refilled the water barrels, Steller sent a request back to the captain to allow him an additional two hours. So came Bering’s reply: “Get your butt back to the ship pronto” or you will be stranded.

It was only at the end of the journey that Steller’s expertise was finally appreciated. Steller was one of the few remaining able-bodied men at the time the crew ran aground on the island. He salvaged the vessel, built winter quarters, and hunted for food. But it was in his role as ship’s doctor where Steller excelled, nursing the scurvy-ridden sailors back to health. In the eighteenth century, little was known about the disease, which was the main cause of death at sea. Steller scoured the island for herbs and grasses, from which he concocted an antidote. His improvised remedy marked the first time that a ship’s doctor had managed to reverse the ravages of scurvy on a long voyage. Steller even won back the confidence and camaraderie of the captain-commander.

In the annals of natural history, Steller’s career was dazzling and brief. He spent less than ten hours ashore when the Saint Peter made stops for fresh water, yet recorded over a hundred plant species unknown to European botany. His mineral finds included stellerite, a rare pearly white crystal. But he is best known for a record number of zoological firsts. Birders might be familiar with Steller’s jay, Steller’s eider, Steller’s sea eagle, or Steller’s albatross. Among sea mammals, Steller identified Steller’s sea lion and Steller’s sea cow (the now extinct northern manatee). This ten-ton gentle giant provided the Saint Peter’s stranded crewmen an “exceptionally good smelling and nourishing meal, tasting like the meat of young pigs.” Steller’s most astonishing discovery was Steller’s sea ape. “The head was like a dog’s head, the ears pointed and erect, the body was longish, round, and fat, with a tail equipped with fins. It was simian-like in habit, movement, and playfulness. It stayed with our ship for more than two hours, looking at us, as if with admiration, raising itself out of the water like a human being.” Alas, Steller’s “sea ape” was never confirmed, and later dismissed as a young fur seal.

Steller was also a pioneer ethnologist. He befriended Indigenous peoples in the Russian Far East, learning their social habits and survival strategies. His humanistic depictions of native Siberians stood in sharp contrast to the more prevalent subhuman accounts back in the West. The Great Northern Expedition inflicted countless cruelties on the peoples of the Eurasian hinterland, forcibly requisitioning food, livestock, and labor. Steller clashed with Bering about the mistreatment of the Koryak people of Kamchatka before the voyage, and clashed with the government about the mistreatment of the Kamchadal people near Okhotsk after he returned. In fact, Steller’s good relations with the Indigenous people so rankled local authorities that an arrest warrant was issued, accusing him of inciting rebellion.

This last vengeful act of provincial officialdom finally broke the spirit of the young doctor. Steller never made it back to St. Petersburg. He died along the way in western Siberia, exhausted and impoverished. But his stacks of notebooks eventually made the trip home, and were published, translated, and disseminated throughout Europe’s scientific community. Georg Steller’s contributions to natural history place him on par with Alexander von Humboldt and Charles Darwin.



When the storm finally broke and the skies cleared, the captain of the Saint Paul scanned the horizon. Alexei Chirikov ordered the ship back to the coordinates where the day before he had been sailing with the Saint Peter, before fog, wind, and rain had driven them apart. For the next three days, the Saint Paul tacked across the rendezvous spot that the captain-commander had designated. But Bering’s flagship was nowhere in sight. Chirikov faced a decision. “In case of separation,” Bering had dictated, “each was to look for the other in the places where the boats were last seen.” Leaving a crippled companion behind in the uncharted North Pacific was tantamount to a death sentence. The young skipper cast aside his doubt. Eastward ho.

Alexei Chirikov was as closely connected to the Great Northern Expedition as was its more famous captain-commander. Initially, Peter the Great’s appointment of the twenty-two-year-old Chirikov to serve as Bering’s lieutenant raised eyebrows. Was it based on merit? Chirikov had less than a year’s experience at sea, though his expertise in the study of mathematics and navigation was unmatched. Was it nationalism? In a navy top-heavy with foreign commanders, the native son was the pride of Russia’s new naval academy. Or was it nepotism? It was rumored that Chirikov was the son of the tsar’s favorite carpenter in the royal shipyard. Whatever the reason, the decision proved justified. Chirikov was the unsung hero of the Great Northern Expedition.

Three weeks after giving up the search for Bering, the listless crew was suddenly roused. In the distance, a bird was winging on the horizon and the water surface turned a lighter shade. Signs of land. All eyes strained on the sea ahead. “A number of ducks and gulls, a pod of whales and porpoises, and three pieces of driftwood” were joyously observed. Chirikov ordered repeated soundings and an anchor was readied. The Saint Paul drifted forward into the muted glow of the northern white nights. “At two o’clock,” Chirikov recorded in the log, “we saw land ahead of us, upon which was a high mountain and a forest of great growth. We realized without doubt that this was part of America.”

Wary of treacherous reefs, Chirikov waited until dawn before daring the shallows for a closer look. “There were great stands of fir, spruce, and pine,” he said, “but no human habitations.” The crew lined the rail and gazed upon Prince of Wales Island, better known to the local inhabitants as Taan, the island of sea lions. The rocky shoreline intimidated the captain. Chirikov tracked the coast northward in search of safe anchorage. The Russians had arrived in the Tlingit homeland.

The Saint Paul came around the mouth of a small bay with a low-lying waterfront and steep snow-peaked backdrop. Chirikov selected his most trusted officer, shipmaster Arvaam Dementiev, to lead an exploratory party, giving him explicit instructions. Sound the depths of the bay and determine if the inlet can accommodate the Saint Paul. Go ashore and fill two rain barrels with fresh water. Try to make contact with the local people and learn who lives here. “If you see inhabitants, show them kindness and give them small gifts. But if they are hostile, then defend yourselves and return to the vessel as quickly as possible. Do not vent anger on them.” A longboat was lowered into the waves, and the shipmaster with ten armed crewmen ventured forth into the New World.

“Over the next twenty-four hours the wind shifted and it became foggy and rainy,” Chirikov noted in the log. The captain lost sight of the landing party. “The wind carried us away from the place where the boat had gone. The boat has not yet returned.” For four days, the Saint Paul tacked across the mouth of the bay waiting for a sign from the landing party. At last, on the fifth day, smoke was seen coming from the beach. Chirikov ordered a cannon fired to signal Dementiev to return to the ship. Hours passed, but only a walrus swam out of the bay. Aboard the Saint Paul, the captain surmised that the longboat was damaged and that it was necessary to send a skiff with the ship’s carpenter. Boatswain Sidor Savelev volunteered to lead the five-man rescue party. Five hours later sailors aboard the Saint Paul watched the second boat approach the distant beach, then recede from view. Chirikov sounded the cannon to signal Savelev. “We thought we saw someone on shore shooting a gun, but we heard no noise.” Two hours later a fire was observed on the beach. Darkness fell. Two lanterns were hung over the rail of the Saint Paul.

Early the next morning, two small boats emerged from the bay. As they drew closer, Chirikov realized “they were not our boats. They had a sharp bow and were not rowed but paddled.” A man in red clothes stood up in one of the boats, then shouted and waved to the Saint Paul. “I commanded the men to wave white handkerchiefs and call them over, but it did no good. They moved away from us and disappeared back into the bay.” Shipmaster Dementiev, boatswain Savelev, and fourteen other crew members were never seen again. The Saint Paul was without a launch boat and low on water. Chirikov resolved to return directly to Avacha Bay in Russia.

The mystery of the Saint Paul sailors remains unsolved. Some speculate that the boats were wrecked in a tidal whirlpool inside the bay, while others suggest that the crew used the opportunity to desert the Russian navy and go native. Most historians, however, agree with Captain Chirikov. “We became convinced that some misfortune befell our men. The weather had been fair. They would have returned,” he noted. “The fact that the Americans did not dare approach our ship leads us to believe that our men have either been killed or detained.” If indeed this was the fate of the missing men, then the first encounter between the Tlingit and the Russians was a portent of things to come.

The Great Northern Expedition concluded without fanfare. In 1740 the expedition’s royal patron, Empress Anna, died and was replaced by Peter the Great’s eldest daughter, Elizabeth, via a military coup. Russia then, and now, has never figured out an agreeable system of leadership succession. The new Empress Elizabeth had no interest in empire-building in the Americas. Yet the many discoveries of the Great Northern Expedition would become well-known. The old questions of a Northeast Passage and intercontinental land bridge were finally answered. A wealth of new information would be absorbed by the European Enlightenment.

Bering and Steller, neither of whom survived the quest, would get their due. Chirikov, by contrast, made his way home, only to die in obscurity in 1748, still contesting the Russian government for back wages.

One of the expedition’s officers, however, profited from the adventure. Swedish-born Sven Waxell served as lieutenant commander and navigator aboard the Saint Peter. He supervised the rebuilding of the broken ship into a seaworthy craft that made it back to the Kamchatka Peninsula in the summer of 1742. Waxell cribbed Bering’s diary to compose the final report to the Admiralty. As reward, he was promoted to admiral and put in charge of the Kronstadt naval base. Waxell also ensured that Russian interest in America did not fade, as he had found space in the Saint Peter’s hold for a tall stack of sea otter pelts.
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