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141 years after Alaska's sale to U.S., Russian influence lingers
Kodiak, in particular, has a strong link to its past with an active Orthodox presence
Sunday, March 23, 2008
LUDMILLA ALEXANDER
The Oregonian
When travelers head for Alaska, they expect to see calving glaciers, breaching whales, lumbering bears
and endless forests. Not onion-domed churches with gold crosses. Or bearded priests in black robes. Or
costumed dancers doing the Russian gopak.
It's been 141 years since Russia sold its 586,412 square miles of wilderness to the United States for $7.2
million. Being of Russian heritage, my husband and I set out to discover how much of the old country had
survived in Alaska after so many years.
Our search ended in and around Kodiak but began in Juneau, where we notice lots of matryoshka nesting
dolls in souvenir shops. We head for St. Nicholas Orthodox Church, on a side street. It's locked up. We ring
the doorbell. No answer.
Next, we watch the colorfully dressed New Archangel Dancers in Sitka after disembarking from a cruise
ship. Are they authentic? No. We learn they are professionally trained young women who like to dance but
have no Russian lineage. Their performances, held primarily when cruise ships are in port, salute the town's
early history.
Is a Russian connection due to new emigres? We read in the Anchorage Daily News about the Russian
American Colony Singers in Anchorage, founded six years ago by Natasha Girard.
A professional singer from Russia who married an Alaskan, Girard persuaded a few friends to help raise
money for a hospital in Russia's Far East.
The fundraiser was a big success, and since then the group has grown to 20 singers, all from the
Anchorage area. Half are Russian emigres. They give several performances a year, including Russian folk
songs, classical and religious music.

Our biggest surprise, however, is to discover that the picturesque onion-domed churches full of icons are
not just historical buildings, but places of worship for native tribes in the Aleutian Islands, Alaska Peninsula,
Kenai Peninsula and a portion of Prince William Sound. How did the Russian Orthodox faith manage to
plant such deep roots in a people who cherish their own native beliefs?
We fly to the island of Kodiak for answers from clergy who teach at St. Herman's Seminary, administered
the Orthodox Church in America.
Kodiak Island is the largest of 16 major islands in the archipelago. It has rugged mountains, fjordlike bays
and dense forests. Two-thirds of Kodiak Island belongs to the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge, famous for
giant brown bears known as Kodiak bears.
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Postponing a f1ightseeing trip to see these lumbering animals emerge from winter hibernation, we head for
the Baranov Museum on St. Paul Harbor. Finally, we start getting answers. Historical records show that in
1794, Czar Alexander sent Alexander Baranov to Alaska to establish a trading post for valuable sea otter
pelts.
Soon after the czar proclaimed the natives of Alaska to be citizens of the Russian empire, 10 monks arrived
from Valaam Monastery to preach the word of God. The monks performed thousands of baptisms among
the Alaskan tribes and marriages between Russian traders and native women.
Among the 10 monks was a simple monk, Herman, who became greatly loved because he was not afraid to
intercede on the natives' behalf with authorities of the Russian-American Co. He often mediated peace
among the various ethnic groups.

Of the original monks who remained in Alaska, Herman was the last survivor. He withdrew from Kodiak and
resettled in nearby Spruce Island, calling it "New Valaam" because its rocky cliffs and spruce forests
reminded him of his home monastery. He constructed a chapel, a cell for himself and a wooden
schoolhouse for orphans.
After reading about this holy man who spent 40 years on the island, we make plans to visit the area. After
two days of weather-related delays, charter boat owner Herman Squartsoff is ready to transport us the 10
miles to the island on his 20-foot skiff.
"We'll stop first at Woody Island so I can bring back sea urchins for the elders living on Spruce Island," he
explains. "We still have a subsistence lifestyle and help one another whenever possible."
Squartsoff is an Alutiiq from the town of Ouzinkie on Spruce Island. When I ask whether he has Russian
blood because of his Slavic-sounding last name, he shrugs and says, "Probably."
He eXplains that Ouzinkie (meaning "narrow" in Russian) has a population of 200 and its own Orthodox
church. Squartsoff is the lay reader who leads abbreviated church services when clergy are unavailable to
serve liturgy.
"Although the seminary is increasing the number of clergy in Alaska, it's the readers in the villages who are
holding the church together," he says. "Many are women."
We disembark at Monk's Lagoon and walk through a dense moss-covered forest with icons nailed to trees.
The chapel that Herman built has been renovated and enlarged. The school is no longer standing, and his
body is not buried on the island.

Instead, it is inside a reliquary at the Holy Resurrection Cathedral in the town of Kodiak, not far from the
Baranov Museum. On top of his elaborately carved coffin in the cathedral are his monastic hat, an iron
cross and the 15 pounds of chains that he always wore. He died in 1837 and was canonized in 1970.
Soon after, St. Herman's Seminary was founded. The goal of the pastoral college is to train men from local
tribes and from the lower 48 states to be priests, deacons and choir directors for the 97 Alaska parishes
that serve 25,000 members.
Only 43 priests and nine deacons are in the diocese, so many clergymen must travel from village to Village
regardless of weather.
In the town of Kodiak, the Brotherhood of St. Herman of Alaska consists of devout young families from
other states who live in Kodiak to be near Spruce Island.
At their Monk's Rock Coffeehouse and Bookstore, family members serve borscht and Russian tea cakes,
sell antique samovars and icons, plus wildflower note cards made by nuns who live on nearby St. Nilus

When the Kodiak Balalaika Players perform at the coffeehouse,
music.

the Brotherhood

children dance to the lively

On our last night in Kodiak, we attend a Bear Awakening festival at the local high school. Children from
Akhiok, Old Harbor and Kodiak wear native dress made with fur and beads. Sitting in the audience are
Orthodox priests.
As elders are acknowledged for their service to the communities, they begin speeches by saying "Christos
voskrese," ("Christ is risen"), a traditional greeting said by the Orthodox faithful for 40 days after Easter.
A grandmother, wearing native dress, looks proudly at her dancing grandchildren. Hanging around her neck
is a medal of St. Herman. To many believers, the saint continues to be a live presence in their lives.
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United Airlines, Alaska Airlines and Delta Air Lines all offer connecting service from Portland, starting
around $830 roundtrip in a spot-check for April.

Motels and lodges are available in Kodiak (www.kodiak.org has a business guide); rooms in bed-andbreakfast inns and guest houses can be rented in Chiniak, an hour away at the end of the paved highway.
Remote wilderness lodges, such as Kodiak Treks (www.kodiaktreks.com).
provide bear-viewing hiking trips,
as well as kayaking and fishing.

Monk's Rock Coffeehouse and Bookstore is at 202 E. Rezanof Drive, Kodiak, 907-486-0905.
Squartsoff operates Spruce Island Charter, 907-680-2332, www.spruceislandcharters.com

Herman

Holy Resurrection Cathedral is at 410 Mission Road in Kodiak, 907-279-0025. Vespers are held on
Saturday evenings at 5 p.m., Divine Liturgy on Sundays at 9 a.m. The Orthodox Church in America Web
site is at www.oca.org. The feast day of St. Herman is celebrated annually Aug. 7-9.

SSOO

'5'500

~20

