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THE UNITED STATES, RUSSIA, AND RUSSIAN—AMERfCA

By Howard I. Kushner

Since 1970 I have argued that the purchase of Alaska by the United
States was the direct result of seventy years of expansionist pressure on
the Russian colony by the American Government and special business and
commercial concerns. Thus, I suggested, that Russia.parted with Russian-
America only reluctantly, for as Edward de Stoeckl, the Russian Minister
who negotiated the sale to the United States explained: "It was a question
of our selling them or of our seeing them [the U.S.] seize it.'" Moreover,
if we view American Russian relations in the period 1790 to 1867 from the
perspective of the Northwest Coast, rather than the amicable relations
alleged by most historians, we uncover a story of conflict and rivalry.l

My interest and the direction of my research aimed at discovering how,
or even if, American attitudes and actiens toward Russian-America fit into
the history of U.S. expansion. While in the past thirty years much of
American history has been reinterpreted in terms of the relationship
between expansion and the requirements (real or imagined) of domestic
political, social, and economic forces, the acquisition of Alaska continued
to be explained by North American historians in the framework of "Eurcpe's
distresses were America's successes."2 The United States only proved able
to purchase Russian-America, the argument ran, because the Russians
desired to "unload this bothersome liability" of ice-covered real estate.3
In fact, according to one version, if it weren't for Secretary of State

. . 4 .
William H. Seward's unrequited lust after territory, or, according to
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another, his desire for Asian markets, Alaska might have remained a
Russian possession.5

Only Soviet historians have suspected that the story should be
revised substantially. A.V. Efimov, the dean of Soviet Americanists,
suggested that Seward played upon Russia's post-war weakness by threatening
an invasion of American filibusters if Russia refused to rélinquigh its
colony.6 In 1953 T.M. Batueva argued that the sale of Alaska was due
directly to American expansion in the Pacific.7 Specifying that this
particular expansion was the result of Seward's combining with other U.S.
capitalists, A.L. Narvochnitskii alleged that Russia, financially and
militarily too weak to resist, agreed to a sale.s Moving beyond the narrow
limits suggested by Efimov and Navochnitskii, M. Belov returned to Batueva's
broader outlines, Belov attempted to tie the Alaska purchase to what he
saw as a combination of nineteenth century American imperialism and tsarist
degeneracy.

These explanations are more suggestive than satisfying. The character-
izations of American capitalism by Efimov and Norochnitskii are both wooden
and conspiratorial. Along with Batueva, their materialist assumptions
about American expansion at times seem more a parody than a serious
application of marxist theory. Belov's article is too brief, his sources
too limited, and his categories too stratified for his work to be considered
more than impressionistic.

The recent work of Nikolai N. Bolkhovitinov opens a different prospect.
Although he tends to stress the amicable nature of relations between the
United States and Russia in the first half of the nineteenth century

Bolkhovitinov offers arguments and evidence which tends to support the view



that American expansionist desires played a key role id the cession of

10
Alaska, Of course, we must awalt Bolkhovitinov's forthcoming volumes
for his final conclusions about the Alaska purchase. 1In any case, by the
mid-nineteen-seventies we had reached the ironic historiographical situation
which finds Soviet historians suggesting that the United States acquired
Russian-America because it was shrewd, while American historians, by and
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large, attribute the purchase to their nation's mindlessness.

Simultaneous to the publication of my Conflict on the Northwest Coast

and Bolkhovitinov's Russian-American Relations, 1815-1832, was Ronald

Jensen's The Alaska Purchase and Russian-American Relations.lz While

Jensen's work has many strengths, he arrives at the same conclusions that
Frank A. Golder did over a half century ago: by playing upon traditional
American friendship and Seward’s lust after territory, Russia was agble to
rid itself of "unwanted land." While Jensen produces much evidence of a
long~term conflict between Russia and the United States in the Pacific
Northwest, he ignores it when reaching his conclusions. Perhaps the reason
that Jensen's thesis is so similar to Golder's and Bailey's is that he is
constrained by the questions he poses: why did Russia want to sell and
why did Seward wish to buy?

In 1976 James R. Gibson published Imperial Russia in the American

Frontier. Gibson, a geographer whose previous work had investigated the
provisioning of the Siberian fur trade, concluded that the imability to
keep the colony supplied with food '"was a major feature of the overall
plight that disposed the Russian Government to part with Russian-America."
Supply had been a problem from the very first and while the company had

attempted various approaches, including dependence on Yankee and British



-

traders, none were successful. In the end, "Russian—America's harsh
environment was not conducive to productive agriculture and its distant
location was not amenable to easy delivery.'" These problems, when added

to "the monopolistic character of the company, and the traditional admini-
strative and technological backwardness of the colonizers, helps to explain
why Alaska did not remain a Russian colony." While Gibson acknowledges the .
negative impact of the American traders, he, nevertheless, concludes that
"Boston supplies were vital to feeding the company's employees."14

Gibson makes a sensible and a strong case that the colonies virtually had
collapsed from an economic point of view by the 1850s. Nevertheless, it
is one thing to demonstrate the colonies were not financially fiable and
quite anothér to conclude that the Russian Government sold them to the
United States for that reason. Moreover, such an anlysis does not explain
why the United States would buy Russian-America.

As we enter the eighties it is time to ask ourselves where all this
writing on the Alaska pruchase had led us. In what follows, I will examine
American—Russian relations prior to 1868 in light of recent interpretations.
In so doing I will also reexamine the analysis I offered for the annexation

of Russian-America by the United States in 1867.

1. The Nature of Relations:

I argued that because of the emphasis on European matters, most
scolarship on American-Russian relations pictured the period 1790-1867
as friendly.l5 Yet, by focusing on relations in the Pacific Northwest,
which largely had been neglected, '"one uncovers a history of conflict and,

. . 16
at times, near hostility between Russia and the United States."



Two critical views of this interpretation have emerged. The first,
suggested in the works of Professor Bolkhovitinov, is that far from being
a new interpretation, the conflict thesis is solidly grounded in Ame%ican
historiography. Rather than picturing relations as cordial, American
historians, tied to Cold War rhetoric, attempted '"to prove the existence
of ominous 'danger from Moscow' to the western hemisphere as early as the
first half of the nineteenth century, and to portray the felations betwen
Russia and the United States of America as a chain of original ‘dramatic

1l

confrontations. Bolkhovitinov cites Thomas A. Bailey's America Faces

Russia (1950) as arguing that "“from the day of its emergence until our
day, Russia has taken an extremely hostile position toward the United

States." In America and Russia: A Century and a Half of Dramatic Encounters

edited by Qliver Jensen (1962) Bolkhovitinov finds an overstated picture
of "the anti-Russian aspect of the Monroe Doctrine," and a tendency to
"exaggerate Russia's expansionist intentions in California." Moreover,
Boklhovitinov argues that "advocates of the 'natural hostility' between
Russia and the United States' can be uncovered long before the Cold War
period.

The second criticism offered by North American scholars, most of whom
are Russian area rather than American specialists, is one of interpretation
of evidence. They too find Russian-American relations in the Pacific
Northwest more suggestive of cooperation than conflict. For instance,
Richard A. Peirce argues that "a case might as easily be made for a long-
standing friendship. The Russian-American Company colonies also worked
with the American traders to mutual benefits; the ice trade and the telegraph

venture were pursued in harmony, and there were many expressions of good-




will by individuals."19 Similarly, Basil Dmytryshyn notes that "while
on numerous occasions some Russians as wéll as some Americans voiced
concern over their respective intentions and activities, from 1790 to 1867
Russian-American relations in the Pacific Northwest also abounded in close
and continuous cooperation." The Russian-American Company relied upon
food, transport, and American made vessels and thus, Dmytryshyn conclu&es,
“"the list of American-Russian cooperation in the Pacific Northwest is quite
long, indeed longer than the list of conflicts.”zo Another aspect of the
conflict thesis which has been questioned is found in the suggestions of C.
Bickford O'Brien that mutual distrust of Great Britain played a more impor-—
tant role in unifying Russia and the United States than "tensioms,
rhetorical attacks, and complaints on both sides" did in dividing them.Zl
While I share Professor Bolkhovitinov's uneasiness about studies of
Russian~American relations which were unduly influenced by Cold War
rhetoric and assumptions, I do ﬁot agree that those studies tended to
characterize pre-1867 relations as hostile. Rather, the thesis of Bailey
and others was that naive Americans were deceived by Russian policy-makers
into believing that Moscow's intentions were friendly. The actual
relations between the two nations were not pictured as antagonistic. The
only exceptions, which I will discuss below, were the Tsar's Ukase of 1821
énd the issuance of the Monroe Doctrine. While Bailey, for instance,
refers to the reports of various U.S. Ministers who found Tsarist Russia
to be "the calm of despotism,” he writes that "diplomatically speaking, the
years from 1832 to 1848, and even to the outbreak of the Crimean War in

1854, are barren in Russian-American relations." Certainly Bailey discovers

no tensioms in the Pacific Northwest between the two nations for he explains,
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whiie "American pioneers were pushing west under the .propulsion of
Manifest Destiny; the Russian people were tending to their own affairs.”
In fact, Bailey sees this as a period when the United States "had
relatively little business with Russia, and most of that was of third-

rate importance.'" The Russians were "determined to cultivate our [U.S.]

friendship . . . ."22

Typical of this type of approach to American-Russian relations is the
interpretation of the visit of Russia's fleet to New York City in 1863,
Frank A. Golder argued that Americans were fooled into believing that
the Russian fleet was sent to aid the North during the Civil War when
in reality the Russian Admiralty had sailed its ships into American
waters to avoid its being blockaded in Cronstadt in case of a war in
Europe over Poland. Since Golder, scholars have focused their discussions
on two questions: were Americans deceived and what were Russia’s
intentions. Most agree that the cunning tsarists had duped the unsophis-~
ticated Yankees.zB

While the fleet visit has nothing whatsocever to do with the North-
west Coast directly, it is important to our discussion for two reasons.
First, it is symtomatic of the parameters of most American scholarship
on American-Russian relations. These limits are not so much due to the
answers reached as they are a result of the assumptions inherent in the
questions posed. Thus, portrayals of the fleet visit or the Alaska
Purchase invariably picture U.S. leaders as nalifs, while Russian policy-
makers emerge as sly, calculating men spurred on by ulterior motives.
Second, this view has led historians to conclude that because Northern

leaders, like Seward and Sumner, allegedly misconceived the purpose of



the fleet's visit as an act of support for the Union cause, they bought
Alaska after the war out of gratitude fog this earlier Russian support.23

Of course there is, as I suggested earlier, one exception to this
view-~the events leading to the promulgation of the Monroe Doctrine.
Bolkhovitinov criticized "the thesis that Monroe's Message of December
2, 1823, was aimed at Russia.”" He suggested that far from playing a
defensive role, both American expansionism and nationalism kept pressure
on Russia in the first half of the nineteenth century.25 With the latter
view I have no disagreement, except to note that one of the character-
istics of U.S. expansion has been the pr?jection of hostile desires and
actions on those against whom the expansion was to take place.z6 Thus,
traders and whalers sold weapons to Northwest Coast Indians and committed
other acts which endangered the Russia settlements, while Washington
protested all Russian actions aimed at self-preservation, characterizing
them (as in the case of the Ukase of 1821) as expansionist provocations.
No matter what the reality or the justification was, American leaders
such as Floyd, Benton, Clay, and ultimately, Adams and Monroe, believed
that the Ukase posed a threat to American interests. Even if one could
prove conclusively that such fears were unjustified, it would be irrele-
vant, for people tend to act upon their perception of events and not upon
some mythical, objective reality.

More specifically, beginning in 1820 supporters of overland fur
trade and landed expansion attacked the policies of the Monroe Administra-—
tion~-and especially his Secretary of State, John Quincy Adams--for
not protecting more vigorously American interests in the Pacific Northwest.

Men such as Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, Representative John



Floyd of Virginia, and fur magnate John Jacob Astor feared that the
Administration's policy would play into the hands of the newly merged
British North West and Hudson's Bay Companies. This new organization found
itself in virtual control of the landed fur trade of the Pacific Northwest
at the conclusion of the War of 1812. Benton had proposed th;t,the
Federal Government establish "an American Fur Company" which would "sap
at its foundation the solid pillar of British wealth and power [in North
smerical.”?’ |

In December 1820, Floyd urged passage of a bill "to authorize the
occupation of the Columbia River and to regulate trade and intercourse with
the Indian tribes." But the British, he warned, were not America's only
enemy in the Pacific Northwest: “Russia . . . has long been informed of
the great and increasing value of that [Asiaticlcommerce” and Russian
"forts, magazines, towns, cities, and trade, seem to arise . . . as if by
magic." Thus, while Floyd urged American expansion, he projected his own
hostile plans on the Tsar, who "with an army of a million of men . . .
menaces . . . even the king of Spain's dominions in North America." While
Floyd, Benton, Astor, and even Adams desired the Pacific Northwest for the
United States, Floyd warned that Russia's exparntionist designs, if left
unchecked, would allow them to '"command the whole northern part of the
Pacific Ocean."28

Not surprisingly the Russian Minister to the United States, Pierre de
Poletica, was concerned about the increasing hostility he perceived vis-a-
vis Russian-America. ‘''"The curiosity of Americans about the northwest coast
of America and about our settlements in that wild region attained a degree

1

of intensity that truly amazed me.”" He had refrained until now, he apologized
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to his foreign office, [February, 1821] from submitting reports of these
"instances of political madness" because he "noticed no disposition on the
part of the American govermment to preocccupy itself seriously” with Russian-
America. But, Poletica warmed, "all this may radically change, especially
now when Congress is preoccupied with these settlements."29

Poletica's.dispatches and the reports of Captainm Vasilli Golovnin, who
recently had returned from a voyage to the colony, added weight to the
constant pleas of the Governing Board of the Russian-American Company that
the activities of U.S. nationals be restricted. On September 16, 1821
Emperor Alexander I issued an Imperial Ukase which proclaimed that "from
the Behring Strait to 510 northern latitude' (extending to the Aleutians
and the eastern coast of Siberia) was "exclusively' Russian territory and
foreigners were excluded from '"the pursuits of cdmmerce, whaling, and
fishery, and all other industry" there. The ukase also claimed a one
hundred mile territorial water right, warning that foreign vessels in these
waters were "subject to confiscation along with the whole cargo." Nine
days later the Tsar issued a second ukase authorizing the Company ''to
annex . . . newly discovered places to Russian dominion™ south of the
fifty-first parallel, '"provided that they have not been occupied by any
other European nation, or by citizens of the United States."3O

The ukase, of course, stimulated further anti-Russian sentiment among
landed expansionist circles in the Congress and the press. Floyd, who
could now claim that he had predicted thié course of events, turned his
sights both on the Russian Government and on the Monroe Administration which
he accused of laxity.3l Soon spokesmen for the maritime Northwest Coast

trading and whaling interests added their voices in support of immediate
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federal action to pressure the Russian Government to withdraw its ukase.

In January and February of 1822 William Sturgis, a prominent Boston merchant
whose fortune had been made in the sea otter trade, published a series of
articles explaining the importance of the Northwest Coast trade to his
fellow citizens. 1In October, in an article entitled "Examination of Russian

Claims to the Northwest Coast of America" published in the North American

Review, Sturgis argued that the Russians desired "to monopolize commerce

and usurp territory.”

"The Ukase appears," Sturgis warned, 'a little
short of an actual declaration of hostilities.”32 It is fair to call
Sturgis' essay influential since the United States Government used this
piece as the basis for contesting the Ukase.Sé By early 1823, whether a
Russian threat was real or imagined, a considerable body of American
politicians, businessmen, the press, and the public seemed convinced that
the Tsar's ukase posed a danger to U.S. trade and expansion in the Pacific
Northwest and beyoné.Ba

Even if John Quincy Adams did not take seriously the Tsar's actions,
he could not ignore the tide of protest which accused him'directly of
incompetently managing the nation's foreign affairs. Such criticism was
particularly annoying to Adams for two reasons. First, his claim to leader-
ship rested on his alleged expertise in foreign affairs and second, the
opponents of his Northwest Coast policy rallied around Speaker of the House,
Henry Clay, Adams' prime competitor for the Presidency in 1824. 0Of course
Adams, as Professor Bolkhovitinov has often pointed out, was second to no
one when it came to expansionist desires—-he saw the future United States as
"a nation, co-extensive with the North American continent."BS Yet, Adams

had viewed Russian-America as posing no threat to the United States and




12.

initially he dismissed Floyd's and Benton's attacks on-himself and on the
Russian danger as partisan politics.

Whether Adams' subsequnet strong reaction to the ukase was motivated
by his presidential ambitions, or by his own fears that Russia might indeed
present a danger to his expansionist hopes for the United States, is less
important than the impact that his reactions had on American-Russian relations.
The Secretary of State's protests against the ukase are well known and the
record of his meetings and correspondence concerning it are available in
so many places that there is no need to repeat them here,36 Several
points, however, must be emphasized. Adams took a very hard line in opposing
the ukase. In July of 1822 Adams and the American Minister to Russia,
Henry Middleton, warned that the correspondence relating to the ukase showed
that "a state of war between the two powers exists" lacking only "a
declaration or act of viclence, which latter cannot be long in coming.“3?
Second, although the Russian Government agreed to negotiate further before
a final decision would be reached regarding the implementation of the ukase,
the Monroe Administration continued in its tough public and private pose
until those negotiations were completed in April, 182&.38

During this period Adams announced his "mo future colonization principle"
in an open letter to Senator James Lloyd of Massachusetts and in a private
note to the Russian Minister to the United States, Hendrik Tuyll. Adams
informed Tuyll on July 17 that the United States would "contest the right
of Russia to any territorial establishment on this continent, and that we
should assume distinctly the principle that the American continents are

39

no longer subjects for any new colonial establishments.” And when in

November 1823, Alexander emphasized to the United States that he and his
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monarchical allies would aid Spain and Portugal in retrie;ing their lost
Latin American colonies, Adams private reply to the Tsar was harsh and
direct.40 '

All this occurred before Monroe delivered his message of December 2,
1823. C(Clearly there has been a confusion between Momroe's Message, which
Adams argued was for public consumption, and the Doctrine, which was
delivered to the Russians privately, through diplomatic chénnels in July
and November of 1823. When Sectetary of War John C. éalhoun suggested
that the best response to the Tsar's note on Latin America would be through
a Presidential address, Adams protested vigorously: "The communication
from the Russian Minister required a direct and explicit answer. A communi-
cation of a paragraph of the President’'s message would be no answer,,an&
if given as an answer,” Adams reminded the cabinet, "would certainly be
inconsistent with the position that foreigners have no right to notice it,
because it was said among ourselves."Al Thus, Monroe's Message, written
by the Secretary of State, was aimed at Adams' domestic political rivals
and at the American public in general, informing them both that the Admini-
stration had protected U.S. interests along the Northwest Coast while
restraining Russia and the other European powers from further colonization
of the Western Hemisphere.42 No doubt, the message also served as a snub
to the British who had proposed a joint declaration opposing any transfer
of Spain's former colonies to any other pewer.éB Aside from Adams own
lack of inclination, it is obvious that from a political point of view it
would have been suicidal for him to cooperate with Britain which was alse
seen by Adams' political opponents and by the American public as a great

threat to American expansionist goals.




14,

Thus, unlike Professor Bolkhovitinov, I remain convinced that the
Monroe Doctrine was aimed at Russia and at her North American colony,
though not for the same reasons that Bailey and others have offered. On
the other hand, along with Bolkhovitinov, I am convinced that the key to
understanding these events lies more within American expaﬁsionist policies
than within Russian actions in North America. I remain unpersuaded that
the British were the primary intended recipients of Monroe's Message,
although they were an oblique target., Finally, given the political,
diplomatic, and rhetorical context, it would be difficult to characterize
the period 1820 to 1824 as one of amicable relations between the United
States and Russia.

We are still left with the suggestions of Pierce, Dmytryshyn, and
others that, aside from the controversy over the ukase, American~Russian
relations in the Pacific Northwest were cooperative in nature. It is no
doubt accurate to list many instances of cooperation between the Russian-
American Company and U.S. trading and commercial vengures, but to suggest
that such mutual dependence did not exacerbate tensions is to ignore the
contradictory nature of the relationship. For the more that the Russian—
American Company allowed itself to depend upon the Yankees, the greater
the interest grew in the resources of the area among other Americans, and
the result was almost always an increase of tensions.

This pattern of dependence leading to tensions can be traced back as
far as Russian—-American Governor A.A. Baranov's first contract with Yankee
Captain Joseph O'Cain in 1803. Since the Russian Company could not ship
its sea otter furs to Canton because of treaty restrictions, Baranov, in

need of both supplies and shippers, signed a contract with 0'Cain, Winship
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and Company of Boston providing sea otters in return for supplies and the
shipping of otters to the China market.&& News of 0'Cain's successful
dealings quickly spread. By 1805 enough fankee ships were in Russian-
American waters for Grand Chamberlain Nikolai Rezanov to warn the Tsar that
his possession "would be an unexhaustible source of wealth . . . were it
not for the Bostonians,' and thus it was 'mecessary to take a stronger hold
of the country elée we shall leave it empty handed."ﬁs“ Baranov persuaded
Rezanov that the contract system was worth maintaining if only because it
forced the Yankees to deal directly with the Russian Company rather than
with the Aleuts and Kolosh. Nevertheless, both men agreed that the eventual
goal was the self-sufficiency of the colony and the termination of reliance
on the Boston traders.46

By 1808 the Russian Govermment issued the first in a sixty-year series
of protests about Americans trading illegally in Russia's North American
possessions.éy And, as always, the United States Government not only
refused to act against its nationals, but also it questioned Russia's
jurisdiction over the Indians and the unsettled areas of Rnssian~America.48
And, as almost always, it was the Russians who backed off, believing, for
instance during the Napoleonic Wars, that Russia's national interest
would be better served by avoiding conflict with the United States.49 The
result, however, was increased American penetration of Russian-America,
which led to additional complaints like those of naval captain Vasilli Golovnin,
who upon returning from a voyage to Russian—America, persuaded the Governing
Board of the Company in December 1811, to petition the tsar to put a halt to
"any further interference with Russian business on the part of private

North American hucksters."so
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Of course, there were also intermal factors that could account for the
complaints of Golovmin who wished to see a stronger Russian navy take a
firmer control of the colony. Also suspect were the motives of some
members of the Governing Board in St. Petersburg, many of whom personally
invested in the cutfitting of ships for around-the-world expeditions to
supply the colonies.sl Nevertheless, even if one remains suspicious of
the warnings and fears of Rezanov, Golovnin, the Governing Board of the
Company, and the Russian Foreign Ministry, Baranov's dependence on the
Yankees for supplies and transport of sea otters had not led to a reduction
of tenmsions. Rather, the result of continued American penetration of
Russian-America in the following decade was the Tsar's Ukase of 1821
which, according to Foreign Affairs Minister Karl UNesselrode, was issued
because "foreign adventurers and smugglers” continue to participate in
"fraudulent trade in furs and other articles exclusively reserved for the
Russian-American Company. These traders,” Nesselrode complained, “appear
often to betray a hostile tendency'" for they "furnish arms and ammunition
to the natives in our possessions' exciting them to "resistance and
rebellion" against Russian authority.52

While the issues engendered by the ukase and the Monroe Doctrine were
settled by the negotiation in April 1824 of a convention opening the Russian
possessions to U.S. traders for a ten year period, the agreement itself led
to an increased American presence in Russian-~America and, eventually, to
threats and near hostilities when the Russian Government refused to renew
the treaty in 1834.53 The seeds of future conflict were rooted in the

intentions of the foreign ministries of both nations when the convention was
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negotiated. Nesselrode viewed the pact as the only way éo limit U.S.
penetratioq of Russian-America because "by signing this agreement, the
Americans have just as solemnly admitted that, at the expiration of a few
stipulated years, we shall have the legal power to forbid them absolutely
to trade ér fish in that whole are;a.”s4 Adams and his negotiator in St.
Petersburg, John Middleton, had very different expectations. They believed
that the Russian settlements would become so dependent upon United States
trade that the continuance of the free access clause of the treaty would
become indispensable to the Russian-American Company.55 Company officials
in St. Petersburg shared Adams' interpretation, although in their case with
trepidation rather than with hope. Konrad Ryleyev, manager of the Company's-
St. Petersburg office, predicted that if the pact were ratified, "the
Company has every reason to fear that not alone within ten years but within
a much shorter period the foreigners . . . will bring the Company to a

state of complete destruction."56

"Only one thing could assure the
security of Sitka," warned another company official, '"the complete removal
of the citizens of the United States from its shores."57

Even though this period witnessed the rapid decline of the sea otter
trade, Yankee interest in Russian-America intensified. Boston traders
continued to be the chief suppliers of foodstuffs and other necessities
for the Russian colony, while increasing numbers of Yankee whalers followed
their prey into Pacific Northwest waters, often landing on the shores of
Russian—America.58 But when, in April 1834, the Russian Government attempted
to close its colonies to all American traders according to its interpretation

of the 1824 Convention, the United States Govermment vigorously protested.

Secretary of State John Forsyth informed the Russian Minister that the
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treaty applied only to those areas north of 54° 40" where the Russian-
American Company actually had settlements; Americans could not be excluded
from the unoccupied areas‘sg The suggestion of U.S. Minister to Russia
William Wilkins that 'the only way in which you can overt collision and
difficulties there, will be to throw the entire coast open to the fair
competition of . . . the United States, England, and Russia," found little
support among Russian Government and Company officials.éo

Nesselrode found himself in a tough position. On the one hand he
hoped to use American-Russian diplomatic amity to offset British commercial
and political power in Europe while on the other hand, he was under great
pressure to protect Russian-America from further Yankee assaults. The
Russian Minister attempted to stall Forsyth, but the inevitable confrontation
occurred in August 1836 when the American brig Loriot was seized by the
Russian Company on an uninhabited stretch of the Russian-American coast.61
- Claiming that nothing in the 1824 Convention gave Russia the right to
interfere with American vessels, Secretary of State Forsyth angrily asserted
that at most Russia might claim sovereignty over the actual settlements it
had established. The United States never intended to abandon £ishing and
trading rights on "any unoccupied coast of North America."62

Harsh words continued to flow, with U.S. Minister to Russia George
M. Dallas suggesting to his government that it protect its "lawful commerce
by forceable means," while warning Nesselrode that "armed opposition to
American trade" would bring results he could not '"venture to foresee."63
While neither side backed down publicly, the Russians intercepted no other

U.S. ships and American traders and whalers continued to sail Russian-

American waters. Meanwhile (in 1839), partially in an attempt to halt
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Yankee activities, Nesselrode approved a ten year lease.of a lisiere
running from Cape Spencer south to the fifty-four forty line to the Hudson's
Bay Company in return for the British Company's payment of rental in furs,
foodstuffs, and supplies to the Russian-American Company. This agreement,
Nesselrode hoped, would do 'away with all rivalry in the fur trade, . . .
putting an end to the frequent occasions of friction with England and with
the citizens of the United States of America which have already led to
unpleasant correspondence with those Governments."64 When Forsyth learned
of the grant he told the Russian Minister to the United States that he
hoped it was not true, for if Russia had signed a contract with the Hudson's
Bay Company, 'such a lease means renunciation of possession."65

While actual war had not broken out, it would be quite difficult to
view events during the 1830s as tending to bolster the Russian colony.
In fact, the 1824 treaty, rather than settling claims, had served te inten-
sify differences, The same was true of other commercial contacts such as
whaling which boomed along the Northwest Coast in the thirties, forties,
and fifties. During this era hundreds of Yankee whalers annually hunted
the leviathan in Russian~American seas, often landing along the coast.
Adolf Etholen, manager of the Sitka settlement, complained in 1843 about
"whaling vessels which threatened to ruin the fur trade by scaring the
sea otters away and . . . whaling captains, who despite the Convention and
Russian orders, continue to enter harbors, etc., in the Russian possession."66
And the protests continued for the next decade alleging that the Yankees
stole o0il, as well as food and women from the Aleuts and Eskimos, leaving

behind bad liquor and syphilis. All this was ruining trade and Company

officials repreatedly demanded armed cruisers to keep Yankee vessels out of
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the Russian domain¢ While the Foreign Ministry agreed to dispatch cruisers,
remembering the U.S. Covernment's reaction to earlier Russian attempts to
enforce the Convention of 1824, the ships' captains were instructed to

"be very careful in their actions and so far as possible avoid occurrences

that can lead to complaints."67

As usual the Russian Government could do little to protect its
North American colonies. Yankee whaling along the Northwest Coast should
not be dismissed as a one-shot enterprise whose threat to Russian~America
might end as whaling there grew less profitable by the late 1850s. First of
all, whaling was a complex commercial industry whose investors were always
willing to diversify to meet or to create changing demands, whether it
was the manufacture of cotton textiles, the exploitation of new fisheries,
or other more spécialized ventures. In short, the leaders of the whaling
industry were also the fathers of American manufacturing, industrial, and
technological capitalism~-and they had political influence as well.
When the Yankee whalers that they owned brought back reports of valuable
fisheries, minerals, furs, or other potentially profit-making resources,
the owners often attempted toAdiversify into these other areas.68

While I would not go so far as to argue that each American commercial
enterprise in Russian-America inevitably led to the next, they were not
unconnected either. Equally important was the fact that an increasing
collaboration between maritime and landed commercial forces in the United
States definitely did not make Russian-America more secure. Instead,
whether the Russian-American Company was forced to depend upon American
commercial interests in some instances, or to resist them in others, the

result was the same; the actual weakening of the colony's ability to resist
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what Nikolai Muraviev foresaw in 1853: "The ultimate rule of the United

States over the whole of North-~America is so natural that we must sooner or

later recede.”69

The political power of the Northwest Coast tradipg and whaling interests
is evident from their successful opposition to the Polk Administration's
desire to form a closer alliance with Russia in order to put increased
pressure on Great Britain to cede all of Oregon to the United States in
1845 and 1846.?0 And, in the 1850s when most other expansionist plans
were doomed as the result of increasing national disunity, landed and mari-
time factions from all regions continued their drive not only to protect
American interests in the Pacific Northwest, but also to annex Russian-
America. The men who pushed in this direction were not obscure business—
men or unimportant politicians., They included in their midst prominent
political leaders of both parties such as Senators William McKendree
Gwin of California and William H. Seward of New York. Hiram Sibley of
Western Union headed the list of business leaders who invested in the
resources and potential wealth of Russian-America. The speeches, letters,
arguments, and plans of these men did not appear in some vacuum. Their
analyses connected the Northwest fur trade to whaling and to the other
resources of Russian-American—--coal, ice, timber, and fisheries.71

Also, they viewed Russian-America as the stepping-stone to Asian
markets, which it had been since the first Boston traders took sea otters
from Baranov and sold them in Canton. Of course, like all those Americans
concerned with the Northwest Coast, they desired cooperation, not conflict,
with the Russian-American Company. Nevertheless, their goals were the

exploitation of the resources of Russian-America and if cooperation failed
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to gain results, they were open to other means of persuasion. So, when Seward
proclaimed to an American audience in 1860 that he would advise the Fussians
to "go on and build your outposts all along the coast, even to the Arctic
Ocean--they will yet become the outposts of my own country--monuments to

the civilization of the United States in the Northwest," he was not only

predicting the future, he was recapitulating the history of American

. 72
expansion.

While there is no need to repeat the story of the Améiican—Russian
Ice Company of San Francisco here, it is important to remember that the
Tsar, was reluctant to sign the origimal twenty-five year contract with the
Ice Company, because it "exceedingly reduced the value of our possession
in North America." Yet Russia had no choice but to agree to the Ice
Company's terms since there was no other way to guarantee the colony's
supply of necessities during the Crimean ‘i«?ar.?3 Whatever the final results
of the Collins Telegraph Line, the McDonald Fisheries Scheme, or the Gold-
stone-Cole trading and fur proposals, they all combined to remind U.S.
leaders and the Russian Government of the actual weakness of the colony to
sustain a concernted American commercial drive in that area.}f4 Even though
the Ice Company, the Collins Line, the McDonald scheme, and the Goldstone
venture all were based upon cooperation with the Russian~American Company,
none had the effect of bolstering it. Rather, in combination, they delivered
the final blows to a colony that for seventy years reeled under the impact
of dependence, cocperation, and conflict with U.S. nationals and their
government. Perhaps this dialectical process was best understood by Edward
de Stoeckl, the man who negotiated the sale of Russian-America to the United

States. Beginning with the 1824 Convention, he noted how, time and again,
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the U.S. Government had pushed to keep Russian-America open to Yankee
commerce. '"'But another problem menaced our possessions. I am speaking of
American filibusters who swarm in the Pacific . . . . It was hoped that
the little resources of our colonies would shelter them from the rapacity
of the filibgsterers, but it has been otherwise."” For while American
citizens had many rich aread of their own to exploit, "the fish, the forests,
and several other products . . . have not escaped the lust of the Americans.,"75
Therefore, even if Professor Dmytryshyn is correct that "the list of
American~Russian cooperation is quite long,"™ his list is irrelevant to our
understanding of the impact of Americam-Russian relations in the Pacific
Northwest. Not all events are of equal importance. Moreover, initial
cooperation or even cooperative intentions did not aveoid conflicts, rather
more often it led to them. Even mutual distrust of Great Britain never
drove American commercial ventures or the Federal Government to ease their
pressures for trading and commercial rights in Russian-America. On the
other hand, distrust and fear of British power in Europe did have a limited
impact on Russian policy in the Pacific Northwest in that, at times, the
Russian Government resisted American demands with less vigor than it might
have otherwise.76 Nevertheless, the key to understanding the relations
between the United States and Russia in regard to Russian-America has more
to do with the nature of American expansion than with British or Russian

policy. Foreas Admiral Ivan Popov concluded in 1860:

Whatever they may say in Europe about . . . the 'Monroe Doctrine,’
or the doctrine of 'manifest destiny,’' anyone who has lived in the

North American life cannot fail to understand instinctively that
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this principle is entering more and more into the blood of the
people, and that new generations are sucking it in with their

- mother's milk . . . . [Americans] try to maintain . . .
advantage by all means at their disposal and the question of the
destruction of the influence of neighbors leads in practice to

the principle of not having any.77

TI. The Purchase of Alaska:

I argued that the nature of the relationship between American expan-
sionist interests and Russian-America led a reluctant Russia to sell its
possession to the United States in 1867. Recent scholarship has disputed
my dinterpretation, essentially, although with more sophistication, by reasserting
the traditional arguments for the reasons behind the purchase. Whila most
admit, along with Richard Peirce, "that the fears of Marav'ev-Amurskii and
Grand Duke Constantine did help bring about the sale,"78 they, neverthe-
less, emphasize that four other factors were crucial: (1) The colonies
had proved unprofitable for many years and showed no likelihood of evef
being so. 9 (2) From a strategic point of view Russian expansion along
the Amur had made the retention of the North American colonies less important.80
(3) "Far from acting out of fear or hostility, the St. Petersburg govern-
ment chose to cede Alaska in order to maintain cordial relations with

Washington.”81

(4) Stoeckl was able to play upon "Seward's eagerness' to
expand American territorial holdings in the Pacific in order to persuade
the United States to '"purchase the unwanted land," for "apparently only
Seward cared much about Alaska."82

To argue that Russia sold Russian-America because it proved to be an
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unprofitable venture and to stop there, neglects two more pressing
considerations: why had the colony proved unprofitable and was unprofita-
bility alone enough to convince Russian decision makers to sell such a

vast territory? As I have shown, investors in and officers of the Russian-
American Company, Russian naval officers, and various government officials
all alleged that the activities of Yankee traders and whalers directly
interfered with the ability of the colony to achieve fimancial success.

No doubt, as James Gibson ably demonstrates, there were other‘factbrs

which contributed to the financial condition of the colonies.83 Nevertheless,
it is crucial to recall that prior to 1853 key officials associated with the
Company blamed American commeréial and expansionist policies for obstructing
and retarding the economic potential of Russian-America. Of course, some of
these analyses were rhetorical, while others masked self-serving explana-
tions for company failures. However, the complaints about the Yankees,

as well as the attempts by the St. Petersburg government to keep traders

and whalers out of Russian-America, were too frequent and too sustained to
be passed off as mere oratory. Even if some cliometrician could demonstrate
that, on the whole, Russian-America's economic position actually were
enhanced by the American presence, it would be irrelevant because Company,
government, and naval officials believed that the impact of the United
States was detrimental to the survival of the colony.

To these earlier fears were added, after 1853, the growing conviction
that Russian-America could not be defended against American amnmexationist
desires. Interestingly, many of those who urged the cession of Russian-
America to the United States considered the territory to be of actual and

potential economic value, but a strategic liability. On the other hand,
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many of those who urged retention of the possession concluded that the
colony's economic value was insignificant but believed it absolutely
essential from a strategic point of view.

Thus, urging cession to the United States in 1853 Muraviev argued
that "due to its present amazing development of railroads the United
States will soon spread over all North America. We must face the fact
that we will have to cede our North American possessions to them."84
In 1854, at the outbreak of the Crimean War, the Russian-American Company
considered a fictitious sale of Russian-America to the Ice Company of San
Francisco in order to avoid a British seizure. The Russian Foreign Ministry
rejected the ﬁlan fearing that once the colony was in U.S. hands, it would
never be relinquished.8S

Nevertheless, when Federal officials learned of the possible Russian
willingness to sell, they immediately informed Stoeckl of the Washington
government's eagerness to buy. Stoeckl worried that once American leaders
beligved that Russia's commitment to its territories was weak, they would
press for its cession. 'They are dangerous neighbors," he cautiomed,

86 By the end of 1857

"and we must avoid giving them the least quarrel."
the Tsar's brother, the Grand Duke Constantine, warned that the Russian-
American Comﬁany could not continue in its efforts to exclude U.S, nationals
"without involving our Government . . . in controversies with the Americans"
which would "harm net only the company's trade, but all Russian trade in
North America.,'" The United States, Constantine predicted, 'is bound to

aim at the possession of the whole of North America . . . . No doubt they

shall take possession of our colonies without much effort and we shall never

be in a position to regain them."87 Like Muraviev, the Grand Duke urged
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his brother's government to concentrate its energy on preserving the new
acquisitions along the Pacific coast of Asia.

Others, like former Russian~American Governor Ferdinand Wrangell,
advocated a cession to the United States because of the colony's wealth

of "rich coal deposits, ice, construction timber, fish, and excellent

seaports,' as well as its potential for '"the development of industrial

activity." TFor, Wrangell believed, that while "even twenty million silver
rubles”" could not be regarded as a fair price for Russian-America, "antici=

; ‘ : 88 - ,
patory prudence'" dictated a sale to the United States. Constantine's

and Wrangell's memorandums convinced both the Tsar and the foreign ministry
that negotiations should begin with 1861 as the goal for cession. Reports
from Stoeckl in the United States and urgings from Admiral Ivan Popév
reinforced the decision. Only the impending American civil crisis inter-
fered with finalizing the sale with the willing Buchanan Administration.89
Thus, in 1863 the Tsar convened an "Extraordinary Commission' headed
by Minister of Trade and Interior Butovsky to reevaluate the future of
Russian—America. The Commission, while alleging that the colonies were
of "small value . . . as far as industries and trade are concerned,"
nevertheless concluded that there were '"political reasons which make their
preservation by us an absolute necessity." Russian-America must be retained
"as a support to our power in the Far East" and "for the revival and reinforce-
ment of our navy."90
Even during the Civil War, Americans continued to push for concessions
in Russian-America and these requests accelerated at the war's termination.

I have discussed the impact of the American-Russian Ice Company of San Fran-

cisco, the Collins' Overland Line, The Goldstone-Cole proposals, and the



23.

McDonald plans at great length elsewhere.91 These ventu%es, plus the
continued warnings of Minister Stoeckl, convinced Foreign Affairs Minister,
Prince Alexander Gorchakov, that the findings of the Extracrdinary Commission
of 1863 should be reevaluated. Thus, in December 1866, Gorchakov submitted
to the Tsar the opinions of Grand Duke Constantine, Minister of Finance
Michael Reutern, and Asia Department Head Theordor R. Osten-Saken concerning
the policy which should be pursued vis-a-vis Russian-America. Constantine,
consistent with the position he had advocated since 1857, urged cession of
the territories before the United States seized them. Reutern agreed;
noting that because the colonies remained indefensible against the Americans,
they would continue to be a financial failure.92

Osten~Saken, however, disagreed. Accepting the logic of the 1863
Extraordinary Commiésion, he urged retention of Russian-America because
cession to the United States would place Russia's Asian holdings in the
same peril to which its North American possessions had long been exposed.
"Are we in a position to oppose them [the United States] in the Eastern
Siberian territories?'" Osten-Saken warned that, armed with the possession
of Russian-America and with the Collins' telegraph, the United States would
have a '"sufficiently strong motive for gaining access to Japan and China
along the chain of volcanic islands connecting America with Kamchatka,
Kamchatka with Sakalin etc." He disputed that the sum Russia would receive
for its colony could be a significant motive for the sale since "a few
millions or even a few tens of millions of rubles will hardly have any
State importance in an empire which has about half a billion annual income
and expenditure and more than one and a half billions of debts." Osten-

Saken concluded that "it would seem that the present generation had a
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sacred obligation to preserve for future generations every clod of earth
along with coast of an ocean which has world-wide importance.”93

Gorchakov and Alexande; rejected Osten-Saken's pleas and opted for a
sale to the United States. However, they did not do so because they feared
that Russian-America's value to the United States made the territories
indefensible against the Americans. As Gorchakov concluded: '"The means
of defense are insufficient to protect them against American filibusters
who swarm the Pacific." For Gorchakov the fall of Russian-America was the
inevitable result of American expansion: '"the Americans bought Louisiana
and Florida from France and from Spain and quite recently Texas from Mexico''
and now they will "do the same for our colonies." No doubt Gorchakov and
Alexander understood the irony of American purchases in the past, for they
must have realized that the United States had purchased louisiana, Florida,
Texas, and California by a combination of force and cash.94

As the debates within Russian policy-making circles demonstrate,
Ruséian expansion to the Amur did figure significantly in the consider-
ations which led to the sale. However, this was not so much because they
made the Russian-American coloniés less important, but rather because
both those who advocated and opposed the cession feared American penetration
of the Amur region would inevitably follow that of Russian—America.95
Butovsky and Osten-Saken argued that retention of Russian-America was
essential for the protection of Russia's Amur possessions, while Muraviev,
Constantine, and others insisted that the only way to secure Eastern
Siberia from U.S. expansion was to consolidate Russian power in Asia by
no longer attempting to resist the United States' drive to acquire Russian-—

America.
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This takes us to the third point, that Russia desired cordial
relations with Washington and that '"Russian-American rapprochement during
the 1860s" led to the American willingness to buy Alaska. The possibility
that Russia desired the United States as a make-weight against Great
Britain does not contradict the reality that Russia was, nevertheless,
-forced to cede her possessions to the United States. In fact, it
demonstrates how vulnerable Russian-America proved, even to minimal
expansionist threats on the part of official and private American forces.

Actually, so far as relations in the Pacific Northwest are concerned,
a stronger case can be made for Russia's attempting to use cooperation
with the British to offset the American thrust. The 1839 agreement
between the Russian-American Company and the Hudson's Bay Company
provides one clear example of this policy.96 More important than
unspecified fears about Great Britain were Russian policies aimed at
growing U.S. power in the Pacific. Increasingly after 1858, the Asiatic
section of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs worried that if the United
States obtained Russian-America the result could be "various misunder-
standings, disadvantages, further seizures, etc., to which we should be
subject if we were to‘receive a new next-door neighbor in the power of the
United States of North America.'" Osten-Saken warned that with such a
cession '"the distribution of the North American continent between the
three great powers . . . will be disturbed,'" because "at the present time
there is one important hindrance to a further movement of the Americans
farther and farther to the west along the coast of the Pacific Ocean:

the possessions of the strong naval power--England." But, Osten-Saken
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predicted, "by purchasing our colonies the Americans will jump over this
barrier with one step. Are we in a position to oppose them with any
counter actions on the Eastern Siberian territories?”" Clearly, for
Osten-Saken the British supplied the make-weight against U.S. expansion.
Remove British power and "the existing-——and for us advantageous--
equilibrium in the northwesterﬁ corner of America will be'destroyed
beyond repair."97

Notions of a rapprochement rest finally upon the belief that
Americans were deceived into interpreting the visit of the Russian fleet
to the United States in 1863 as an act of support for the Union cause.
While Russia, fearful of a war over Poland, actually sent the fleet to
avoid its being blockedup in Cronstadt harbor during the winter of 1863-64,
the Union leaders were, the story goes, naively led to view the visit as
an act of friendship.98 Yet, as I have demonstrated elsewhere, American
leaders, particularly Seward and Sumner, knew why the vessels had come and
consciously used the fleet's appearance to persuade the French and the
British that intervention or even recognition of the Confederacy, might
bring about a European war with Russia in alliance with the United
States.gg Moreover, much of the American press remained hostile to
Russia because of its suppression of the Polish Rebellion of 1863. 1In
any case, it is the height of historical naivet& to believe that U.S.
leaders would have purchased Alaska because they desired to show their
appreciation to Russia for an act whose motives they understood.lGO

Finally the suggestion that Washington purchased Alaska only because
Seward wanted it fails for several reasons. What is astounding about the

1867 purchase was not the fact that there was some minimal opposition to
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it, but rather given the domestic political situatiom that it so easily
passed through the Congress. Those who controlled the Senate were in the
midst of a bitter and protracted battle with the Johnson Administrétion
over Reconstruction policy. Secretary of State Seward's continued support
of Johnson's positions earned him the lasting enmity of Congressional
opponents of the Administration. TFor as Stoeckl realized, the opposition
to the purchase treaty "is not aimed at the 'transaction' itself as

from a passionate animosity which reigns in the Congress against the
President and even more against the Secretgry of State."101 Even so, on
April 9, 1967, only ten days after Seward submitted it, the Treaty of
Cession was ratified overwhelmingly by the Senate.lo2 And while

Seward must certainly be credited with orchestrating the campaign in

its favor, the treaty found wide national support among influential
newspapers. Many of those newspapers which ridiculed the purchase of

"Walrussia,"

nevertheless urged Senate approval in their editorial
columns. Even a cursory reading of articles and editorials in March and
April would demonstrate that thé press believed Alaska would prove a
valuable asset to the United States because of its important fishing and
whaling areas, its natural resources, its geographic position which would
surround British Columbia, and its location as a natural bridge to the
103

commerce of the Pacific and Asia. Aside from Horace Greeley's rabidly

anti-Administration New York Tribune, no substantial press opposition

appeared. Also, the treaty had other important supporters inside and
outside the government including former Assistant Navy Secretary Gustavus
Fox, quartermaster General Montgomery Meigs, Julius Hilgard of the Coastal

Survey, Professor Spencer Baird of the Smithsonian Institute, Commander
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John Rogers, Congressman Thaddeus Stephens, Perry M. C&ilins, and Hiram
Sibley of Western Union. The most important advocate was Senate Foreign
Relations Committee Chafrman Charles Sumner, whose initial opposition
turned to enthusiastic support thanks to Seward's efforts. Sumner guided
the treaty through the Senate, delivering a remarkable three hour speech
which reviewed American commercial and political dealings with Russian-
America. -For Sumner there was no question of the economic and strategic
advantages that the treaty offered to the United States.lo5

It is true that the House of Representatives did not approve the
appropriation of the money for the purchase for over a year. However,
this was due less to opposition to the purchase than to several other
factors. First, the House could not have approved the bill prior to
December 1867, since it was not in session when the Senate ratified the
treaty and was not scheduled to convene until December. Second, as a money
bill, the appropriation would, as a matter or routine, have to go through
committee—-—not generally a speedy process. Third, there was no sense
of urgency (although Stoeckl was somewhat anxious) because the United
States had taken actual possession of Alaska on October 18, 1867.
Finally, the Congress had suspended all business in the Spring of 1868
for President Johnson's impeachment trial. Even so, on May 18, while
the impeachment proceeding was in progress, the House Committee on Foreign
Affairs approved the appropriation of $7,200,000 and in July the House
passed it by a large majority.lo6 While much has been written about
Stoeckl's use of William Walker allegedly to bribe unsympatﬁetic congress-

men, even Richard Jensen agrees that the appropriation really was never in

doubt.la7 More important, those in the House who spoke in favor of the
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purchase urged acquisition for the same reasons that Seward and Sumner
hademi A 108
ad--its value to the United States.
It would be foolish, of course, to dény that Seward was an ardeat
expansionist, but it is crucial toe recall the fact that while during this
period he pushed for the amnexation of British Columbia, the purchase of
the Danish West Indies, and the abrogation of the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty
limiting the U.S. right to construct an isthmian canal, Seward succeeded
. , . 109 .
only in Russian-America. The reason for this one success rests upon
the fact that it was the culmination of seventy years of American-
Russian competition along the Northwest Coast. Perhaps the story was
best summed up by Edward de Stoeckl who in 1867, concluded that in the
final analysis Russia had been forced out of its North American territory:
"Menaced by American neighbors our possessions would entangle us in
serious disputes with the Federal Government and finish by becoming

American property."l10

I1I., Tentative Conclusions:

As an historian of the United States I remain most concerned with
what this persistent interest in Russian-America tells us about United
States expansion. While for many traders, whalers, and commercial
schemers, Russian-America offered actual financial gain, for many others
the idea of the potential of the Russian colony--be it economic, political,
or strategic--served as a driving force. Thus, I would argue that ideology
played at least as important a role in the purchase of Alaska as material
interest. By this I mean several things, First, like all nineteenth

century expansionist visions, the latent rather than the actual value of
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Russian-America sustained a seventy year private and Federal drive.
Second, like other expansionist perceptions, a good deal of Russian-
America's potential value lay in the fact that it led to other expansionist
projects——in this case the markets of China and Asia.

At a very minimum scholars must no longer view the cession of
Russian-America as a curiosity, but rather as an integral part of nine-
teenth century expansion. Yet, since the annexation of Alaska took place
after the Civil War, historians must revise, as well, worn out notions of
a '"Civil War Synthesis' that have assumed that landed expansion virtually.
disappeared from American life and thought after 1848:}1l They must
revise as well their conclusions that because of the Civil War, American
expansionism turned from continentalism toward commercial, insular
expansion. For continentalism did not die with the Civil War, and if a
transition took place from landed expansion toward commercial expansion,
the turning point wasmore:likely the Alaska Purchase and not the Civil
War.

Since the history of American-Russian relations in the Pacific
Northwest is almost always examined piecemeal, if at all, the Alaska
Purchase is almost always explained exceptionally, and thus, ahistorically.
Yet when viewed from the perspective of those who sustained actual profits
or retained visions of the potential of Russian-America, one should not
be surprised that the annexation of the Russian colony may prove more
important to our understanding of the history of the United States than
usually is imagined. While the interests which traditionally concerned
themselves with Russian-America--supply, fur trade, whaling, fisheries,

ice, coal, timber, etc.--were pre-modern in many ways, they were also, in
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much more important ways, transitional enterprises that underlay American
industrial capitalism. First of all, they tended to be corporate

rather than individual undertakings. Shipping and whaling required large
capital outlays, and investors, reluctant to risk large sums on any one
voyage, limited their liabilities and maximized their profits by share-
holding. Moreover, the men who invested directly and indirectly in
Northwest Coast enterprises diversified their investments in many
projects and thus simultaneously risked capital not only in shipping,
fishing, fur trading, and whaling, but also in cotton textile factories,
banking, and insurance companies.l12 These were the men who laid the
foundations for Northeastern corporate capitalism. Thus, while some of

their financial enterprises seemed pre-modern, they pursued them in

modernizing ways.llB

The political and strategiﬁ visions aimed at Russian-America were
modern as well, in that they were aimed at the requirements of a modern
American empire--natural resources and markets in underdeveloped areas
for an expansive American economy.ll4 Thus, it is not strange that the
purchase of Alaska, more than any other expansionist event of the nine-
teenth century, was an attempt to resolve the contradictions which had
divided landed and maritime expansionists since the 1780s, if not before.
Of course, this resolution led to new contradictions. Yet, Columbus
had stumbled on the New World in his voyage for Asia markets and, with
the purchase of Alaska, America's Columbian paradox took another giant

step.
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