
Russia in America and the History of Alaska:
From Explorations to Statehood
Alaska, the largest state in the United States, has a rich history that begins long
before it became a part of the nation. The story of Alaska is intertwined with
Russia's presence in America and their influence on the region. From early
explorations to the eventual sale of Alaska to the United States, this article delves
into the captivating history of Russia's connections to the "Last Frontier."

The Early Russian Explorations

Long before Europeans set foot on the shores of North America, Russian
explorers were making their way across the vast expanse of Siberia. In the late
17th century, Russian expedition leader Vitus Bering embarked on several
expeditions to the easternmost reaches of Siberia, discovering the Bering Strait
that separates Alaska from Russia.

Soon after, Russian fur traders began venturing into Alaska in search of valuable
sea otter pelts. These expeditions, led by explorers such as Alexei Chirikov and
Grigory Shelikhov, established contact with the native Alaskan population and set
the stage for the Russian colonization of the region.
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The Russian American Company

In 1799, the Russian American Company was formed, giving the Russian
government a monopoly on the fur trade in Alaska. The company's main goal was
to expand the Russian presence in North America and establish profitable trading
posts throughout Alaska.

Under the leadership of Alexander Baranov, the Russian American Company
quickly expanded its reach, building settlements and trading posts along the
Alaskan coast. Their presence not only transformed the economic landscape of
Alaska but also had a profound cultural impact on the native Alaskan tribes.

Cultural Exchanges and Conflicts

The interactions between the native Alaskans and the Russian settlers were
complex, ranging from peaceful trade to violent clashes. Through these
exchanges, aspects of Russian culture, religion, and language were introduced to
the native population, leaving a lasting impact on Alaskan society.

However, tensions between the two groups often escalated into conflicts,
resulting in violence and resentment. Native Alaskans found themselves
subjected to forced labor, exploitation, and diseases brought by the Russian
settlers.

The Sale of Alaska

In the mid-19th century, Russia found itself in a precarious financial situation and
faced difficulties in maintaining its presence in remote Alaska. In 1867, facing the
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risk of losing their Alaskan territories to the British, the Russian government
decided to sell Alaska to the United States for $7.2 million.

The purchase, known as the Alaska Purchase, was initially met with skepticism in
the United States, with critics referring to the land as "Seward's Folly," after
Secretary of State William H. Seward. However, the acquisition turned out to be a
significant milestone in the history of the United States.

The Klondike Gold Rush

In 1896, gold was discovered in the Klondike region of Yukon, Canada, just west
of the Alaskan border. The news of this discovery sparked the Klondike Gold
Rush, attracting thousands of prospectors to Alaska in search of fortune.

During this time, Alaska experienced a significant influx of people, leading to
increased economic activity and permanent settlement. The gold rush played a
crucial role in the development and modernization of Alaska, setting the stage for
its eventual statehood.

Alaska Becomes a State

Despite its unique cultural and geographic characteristics, Alaska remained a
territory of the United States for several decades. It wasn't until January 3, 1959,
that Alaska officially became the 49th state of the United States.

The decades leading up to statehood saw significant changes in Alaska's political
landscape. The discovery of oil reserves in the Prudhoe Bay region in the 1960s
brought newfound economic prosperity to the state, cementing its importance in
the national economy.

Preserving the Russian Heritage



Today, Alaska proudly showcases its Russian heritage through various cultural
artifacts, historic sites, and festivals. Visitors can explore Russian Orthodox
churches, traditional Russian architecture, and museums dedicated to preserving
the rich history of Russian influence in the region.

In addition, the native Alaskan cultures continue to thrive, with a renewed focus
on honoring and preserving their traditions and heritage.

Russia in America: A Lasting Legacy

The history of Russia in America, specifically Alaska, is a captivating tale of
exploration, cultural exchange, and economic development. It highlights the
resilience of the native Alaskan tribes, the greed of colonial powers, and the
lasting impact of these interactions on modern-day Alaska.

As we continue to explore and appreciate the diverse histories that have shaped
our world, uncovering the stories of Russia in America serves as a reminder of
the interconnectedness of our global past and the need to acknowledge and
respect the cultural contributions of every region.

So, the next time you find yourself admiring the untouched beauty of Alaska's
landscape, take a moment to reflect on the complex and fascinating journey that
led to this state becoming an integral part of both Russian and American history.
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This book is a brief, but comprehensive overview of Russia in America and the
History of Alaska.
Tour the Cruise Ports: Russia in America and the History of Alaska, and other
books in this series are based on the hundreds of destination lectures that I have
presented on cruise ships to destinations all over the world. The purpose of these
lectures is to add value to the experience of the passengers at the various ports.
These lectures are comprehensive overviews of the geography, history, culture,
points of interest, and general information about the ports, countries, and regions.
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