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Preface

History has many voices. In the words of Russian fur merchant Grigorii
Shelikhov, who led the conquest of Kodiak Island, Alaska, in 1784 and
sought to subjugate its indigenous Qikertarmiut population, “the arrival
of the Russians in their land had brought them innumerable advantages,
security, and prosperity” (Shelikhov 1981:121). Arsenti Aminak, a Qiker-
tarmiut elder in 1851, held a different view. He recalled a Russian ship that
visited the island several years before Shelikhov as a “strange monster,
never seen before, which we feared and whose stench made us sick.” In
1784, the dead of his people lay on the beach at a place called A'wauq—
meaning “to become numb”—where hundreds had been killed by Skeli-
khov’s cannon and muskets (Holmberg 1985:57-59). The Russian hunters
who built the Shelikhov—Golikov Company’s first outpost on Kodiak Is-
land, at a small cove they called Gavan Trekh Svetitelei (as commonly
translated, “Three Saints Harbor”), recalled their own miseries and de-
spair: “We ... spent the winter in ceaseless labors and ... suffered great
shortages and real famine.... Many contracted fever, scurvy, and otherills,
and died” (Pierce 1976:75).

Eyewitness statements about what happened on Kodiak Island dur-
ing the Russian conquest and early years of colonial rule are important,
but rare. They represent the experiences and views of a few individuals
who lived through a time of turbulent change and traumatic contact
between disparate cultures. All the more significance, therefore, attaches
to the archaeological record of this period, comprised of Qikertarmiut
village sites and the remains of Russian forts and fur trade posts along
the wilderness shores of the Kodiak archipelago.

This study is a historical and archaeological examination of Shel-
ikhov’s founding settlement at Three Saints Harbor, occupied by Russian
fur company personnel as well as Qikertarmiut captives and indigenous
Siberian and Alaska Native laborers. Based on two seasons of fieldwork
and excavations, it combines physical evidence and historical materials to
build a new interpretation of economy, social interaction, and daily life in
early “Russian America.” It considers Three Saints Harbor within nested
scales of analysis—as a landmark of Alaskan history, as a window on
Russian colonialism in its formative period, and as a microcosm of global
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processes that yoked the New World and its peoples to the vast engine of
Eurocentered capitalism.

As a theoretical contribution, the work at Three Saints Harbor is an
attempt to translate the world system perspective articulated by sociolo-
gist Immanuel Wallerstein into an archaeological model for Russian Amer-
ica, informed by Eric Wolf’s analysis of capitalism’s impact on the world’s
“people without history” and by anthropological perspectives on ethnicity
and boundary maintenance on colonial frontiers. The inequalities and
dynamic tension of multiethnic colonial societies are considered to be
fundamental aspects of historical and archaeological interpretation. Find-
ings at Three Saints Harbor and other sites highlight archaeology’s unique
potential to cast light on the lives of those in the lower echelons of such
societies, whose individual stories and viewpoints have seldom survived in
oral or written form. It was, in fact, among this nonelite stratum of colonial
society where cross-cultural contact and social interchange between colo-
nizing and indigenous populations may have been most extensive (Light-
foot and Martinez 1995).

The book consists of six chapters and an appendix. Chapter 1 considers
the seventeenth- through nineteenth-century Russian and European fur
trades in North America within the context of world system expansion,
comparing economic and social interactions with northern indigenous
groups and considering the implications for archaeological interpretation
of this period. A world system model for Russian American archaeology is
proposed, derived from the logistics of colonial supply, the social and
demographic profile of the colonial population, and the tributary mode of
production that Russian fur traders imposed on Alaska Native groups.
Chapter 2 assembles Russian, Spanish, and American historical material
into a detailed account of the founding, development, and abandonment of
the Three Saints Harbor colony against the backdrop of Shelikhov’s am-
bitions to economic empire. The third section of the book, composed of
Chapters 3, 4, and 5, is an archaeological analysis of material culture and
social interaction at Three Saints Harbor, based on site survey and excava-
tions at selected dwellings. Chapter 6 summarizes results of the project,
reviews work at other Russian American sites from the perspective of the
world system model, and suggests directions for future research. An ap-
pendix by Donald W. Clark details results of excavations conducted at
Three Saints Harbor for the University of Wisconsin in 1962.
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