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Of Sboes d,rud Sbips and, Sealirug
FEBRUARy t966

" ',Tbe time has comer' tbe Walrat said,

'To talk of mary tbi.ngi
q*;:,;#,1,r;#,;:;::r".-

And vb1 tbe sea tu boili.nghot-
And whetber pig bave wingr.' "
LEwrs cARRoLL, Through the Looking-Glass

In 1867 the United States rather reluctantly bought Alaska from Russia,
and then to its disgrace did nothing whatever to provide elren a skeleton
of law or civil administration for the inhabitants. Over the greater part of
the vast territory, the resulting anarchy was mitigated mainly by the
presence of a private commercial enterprise, operating out of San Fran-
cisco, which supplied the chiefelements of stability. In fact, though not in
theory there were a good many years in which San Francisco could more
truly be called the seat of Alaska's government than Sitka, Juneau, or
Washington, for the decisions most vital to the well-being of the territory
were being made just five blocks east of this spot, at 3ro Sansome Street,
the home ofice of the Alaska Commercial Company.

I must confess that I take a personal interest in the story of the Alaska
Commercial Company because my grandfather, Louis Sloss, was one ofits
founders and guiding spirits and its first president. Still, I venture to hope
that you will find the tale worth listening to as I tell it this evening.

On October t8, t867, a ceremony took place at New Archangel, there-
after called Sitka, to mark the formal transfer of the sovereignfy df Russian
America to the United States. It is re-enacted each year, and the anniyer-
sary is celebrated joyously as a holiday throughout the State ofAlaska.
But the original eyent proyoked more tears than cheers.

Russian America was the domain of the Russian American Company,
whose Chief Manager, by the terms of its Charter, was also Governor of
the Province. The first of these Chief Managers and Governors, the great
Alexander Baranof, had founded New Archangel and established it as the
capital. By 1867 it had become a cultivated little city of z5oo people. The
Governor and his lady presided over a miniature replica of the Imperial
C-ourt at Saint Petersburg, with such amenities as music and theater. There
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was a busy and efficient harbor, with the best shipyards on the Pacific
Coast; there was a Cathedral, ornamented with splendid European works
of religious art. To the inhabitants, the news, first that Saint Petersburg
had refused to renew the Company's charter on acceptable terms, and then
that it had decided to wash its hands of the whole affair and sell the colony
to the United States, was stark tragedy.

To Prince Dmitri Maksoutofl the last Governor, fell the unwelcome task
ofpresiding over the liquidation. A member ofRussia's oldest nobiliry he
was also a man of great courage and scrupulous integriry. Fortunately he
had sorne acquaintance with America and with the English language; in-
deed his first wiG had been the daughter of an Englishman. After her death
he had remarried and had brought his beautiful young Princess to New
Archangel, where she added grace and gatety to the life of the Court. His
orders were to stand by until commissioners appointed by the fwo goyern-
ments arrived for the transGr.

In preparation, the Prince methodically went over the ledgers showing
the assets of the Russian American Company: which was also the govern-
ment. He carefully divided the items into three categories. Those whose
purpose was primarily governmental, such as the Governor's official resi-
dence, still called Baranof's Castle, and the school and hospital buildings,
went with the territory, and would belong to the United States. The sec-

ond list enumerated the commercial properties-trading posts scattered
along the south coast, on out to the Aleutian Islands, and thence up to St.
Michael on the Bering Sea near the mouths of the Yukon; warehouses with
rich stocks of furs, silks, tea and copper; merchant ships. These items he
proposed to sell on behalf of the stockholders of the Company. The third
category he omitted from both lists; he had not yet decided quite what to
do with it, for its very existence was not generally known, and approached
the status ofa state secret. Then he waited.

It was a long v,ait, for the commissioners were to proceed by steamer
from the East Coast to the Isthmus ofPanama and thence to San Francisco,
where they would in due course be picked up by a naval vessel assigned to
carry them to Sitka in suitable state. To relieve the tedium of the voyage
the Arnerican commissioner, General Lovell Rousseau, persuaded one of
his close {iiends, a Baltimore business man named Hayward M. Hutchin-
son, to come along as far as San Francisco. The suggestion appealed to
Hutchinson, for his last business yenture, that of supplying cooking uten-
sils to the Union armies, had ended with the end of the Civil War, and he
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was looking lor new opportunities, perhaps in the West. On the trip he
Iistened eagerly to everything Rousseau was able to tell him about
Alaska. He landed in San Francisco full of interest in that newest of fron-
tiers, and anxious to find others who might share his enthusiasm. Among
the men he met was Lolds Sloss. How this meeting came about is not
known, but its consequences are history.

Louis Sloss had come to America from his native Bavaria as a young
immigrant in 1845, and had crossed the plains and mountains to California
in 1849. By 1867 he was the head of a merchandising firm dealing mainly
in hides and furs, but with many sideJines throughour the West. Ebul-
lient, gregarious and imaginative, he was always quick to interest himself
in a new business prospect. Fortunately, perhaps, he was linked in close
partnership with a man of similar background but differenr temperament

-the quiet, reseryed Lewis Gerstle. There were family ties, too, for the
two men had married sisters. Sloss was more likely to appear as the traveler
and negotiator, and Gerstle as the draftsman of carefully phrased letters;
in either case, one was speaking for both.

By the time of his historic first meeting with Hutchinson, Sloss had un-
doubtedly heard much talk about Alaska, for commercial circles in San
Francisco were buzzing with rumors about quick profits to be made by
bul,rng Russian-American assets at cheap prices; many a speculator had
already set offfor Sitka in that hope. Hutchinson and Sloss decided to in-
vestigate first. Sloss was acquainted with an experienced fur trader in
Portland named Leopold Boscowitz, who might know more about the
North; Hutchinson and Sloss went to Portland to see him. He, in turn,
had another name to suggest-that of William Kohl, a ship-builder and
ship-owner who had conducted extensive dealings with the Russians.
The three hastened to Victoria, B.C., to talk to Kohl. In the ensuing fourJ
way fiscussions at Victoria, the nucleus ofwhat rvas to be the Alaska Com-
mercial Company was formed. Hutchinson and Kohl were designated on
behalfofthe group to go on to Sitka and to buy, in the name ofHutchinson,
Kohl & Company, whatever ofvalue they could get.

Hutchinson and Kohl arrived only a short time ahead ofthe commission-
ers, and found that quiet New Archangel had been invaded by a bustling
swarm of Americans. Some were the merchants from San Francisco, eager
to buy the commercial properties on Prince Maksoutoffs second list. One
ofthese San Francisco groups believed that it had the inside track, for it
had maintained commercial dealings with Russian America since as early
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as r85r, when it undertook to transport by ship fron-r Alaska the one com-

modity freely available there and greatly desired but utterly unobtain-
able in pioneer San Francisco. (I am tempted at this point to pause to let
you guess what commodity it was, for I have stumped a good many people

with the riddle, The answer is ice.) The Prince had received all comers but
reserved his final answer. Hutchinson and Kohl were able to arrange one

interview with him.
Finally, on the morning ofOctober 18, the ship bearing the commission-

ers arrived. The ceremony was quickly scheduled for three o'clock that
afternoon. Everyone assembled in front of BaranoPs Castle, with soldiers

ofboth countries drawn up in formation, and officials and spectators stand-

ing around. First the Imperial Russian flag was to be lowered. It became

entangled in the ropes and refused to budge. A marine was hoisted aloft to
cut the flag loose; its fragments fluttered on to the bayonets of the Ameri-
can troops. At this grim omen, the overwrought young Plincess Maksou-
tova fell in a faint. The ceremony was rapidly completed by the raising of
the Stars and Stripes, this time without incident. No festivities followed,
despite the good will then prevailing between the two countriesl the emo-

tions ofmany present were too painful.
Later that same afternoon, Prince lvlaksoutoff made his long-awaited

announcement. The commercial assets of the Russian American Company
had been sold, not to the old ice company nor to any ofthe other bargain-

hunters who had pursued him so persistently, but to the unknown new-
comers, Hutchinson, Kohl & Company. There were amazement and anger

on many sides, but the Prince stood firm. Only later did he state his reason,

which was simple. He had been determined to enable every stockholder to
receive the par value ofhis shares, and l-rad set his selling price accordingly.

Everyone else had tried to haggle; Hutchinson and Kohl accepted his fig-
ure of $35o,ooo at once, and were ready to pay it in gold coin. "You have

treated me like gentlemenr" was his way of putting it.
Indeed, so taken was Maksoutoffwith tsIutchinson and Kohl and their

way ofdoing business that he reached another decision: to disclose to them

the secret ofhis third list and to make them and their associates its bene-

ficiaries. The revelation was one that might well stir the blood of anyone

with the pioneer's impulse to seek fortune in remote places.

Many hundreds of miles west of Sitka, well concealed by the winter
storms and summer fogs of the Bering Sea, lie two tiny groups of barren

islands-the I'ribilofs, which passed to the United States as part ofAlaska,
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and the Komandorskis, which remained Russian territory. These islands,
and these alone, were the summer breeding grounds ofthe fur seals, whose
pelts were prized above all others save those of the sea otter, which had

fecomg 
increasingly scarce. seals co,ld be taken while swimming at sea,

but pelagic sgaling, as it came to be known, was hideously destrucive, for
it involved the indiscriminate killing ofanimals rvhose rur migr,t or rrright
not be usable and of males and females. Furthermore, the"killing Jf a
swimming female took three lives, for while in the sea the mother o.as al-
ways carrying her unborn pup and nursing her last, and no mother seal
will adopt another's orphan. on the islands, however, young male seals
could be selected and killed efficiently and even humanely, witf,out risking
the extermination ofthe herds, and with the possibility oienormous profitl
To Hutchinson, Kohl & company, prince Maksoutoft- now sold at low
prices, the Russian American company's buildings and equipment on the
seal.islands, with a supply of sealskins already on hand, and rviih the oppor-
tunity to employ the Aleut inhabitants skilled in the craft. tn addition, he
recommended to them the seacaptain mostexperiencedin navigating those
dangerous and little-known 'waters-a Finn named Gustavl NiJbaum,
who grlckly became and long remained a principal officer and a major
stockholder. F1n1lly, the Prince was willing to accompany the buyers to
the islands the following spring and to put them into po*.rrion p"rslna[y.

_luring the interim, Hutchinson, Kohl & company devotid itself io
taking over the operation of those of the RussiarrAmerican company,s
stations that were accessible in winter, notably the posts at Unalasia and
Kofiak, which were older settlements than New Archangel itself. At the
same-timer_the surplus stocks in the sitka warehouses weie shipped south
for disposal, as sitka had become untenable as a place of residence or busi-
ness. washington had sent_one, and only one, civilian official-a treasury
agent charged with the collection of customs duties. But it sent soldiers,
and then more soldiers, until there was a garrison of 5oo, although the
Russians had maintained order throughout the entire province with-a mere
z7o. The soldiers were a riotous, undisciplined lot, commanded by an in-
effectual and indifferent general. only once, when they attemptj to loot
the treasures of the cathedral, was punishment meied out.- otherwise
drunkenness, pillaseand rape went unchecked. Before long, almost every-
one free to leave Sitka was gone. The docks and the shipyards disinte-
grated; Baranof's castle burned down and was not rebuilt. The gloomy
forebodings of the Princess had been amply warranted.
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The military occupation, however, never went beyond that southeast-

ern extension of Alaska that is called the Panhandle. Happier conditions

were in store for Northern Alaska, the great central land mass with its
appendant clusters and chains of islands, to which our scene now shifts.

In May, 1868, Prince Maksoutofl Mr. Hutchinson and Captain Nie-

baum duly set out for the Pribilofs, not expecting nor desiring to meet

anyone there but the employees and the seals. To their dismay, three other

expeditions appeared-two, a Morgan party and a Chapell partl, hailing

from New London, Connecticut, and one backed byJohn Parrott, a San

Francisco banker. Bitter words were exchanged, but nothing worse. The

outsiders could not dispute Hutchinson's claim to the buildings and equip-

ment, but they could and did deny that anyone had any right to PreYent
them from landing on the islands and killing seals there or offshore. And

yet, unregulated slaughter would ultimately lead to extinction.

The upshot was an agreement to join forces and to seek an exclusive

leasehold on behalfof the combination. On September 18, 1868, the Alaska

Commercial Company was incorporated under California law, and im-

mediately bought the assets ofHutchinson, Kohl & Company. Most of the

names on the original stockholders' list are by now familiar to you-those
of Hutchinson, fohl, Sloss, Gerstle, Boscowitz and Niebaum. Additional

shares were promptly issued to Morgan, Chapell, Parrott and a few of their

associates.

Louis Sloss, the president, soon set out for the East Coast, taking his

wiG and four childien with him, for he planned to stay for the winter. His

purpose was to promote the enactment of the necessary enabling legisla-

tio" Uy Congress. At the end of February, a fifth child was born in New

York, becomlng through this set ofcircumstances the only one of the

Slosses of his generation who was not a native Californian. That accident

ofbirth did not, however, blight the child's career, for he was destined to

rise to the ultimate distinction, among others, ofmembership in the Chit-

Chat Club. He was, incidentally, my father.

In Washington, Louis Sloss rnade progress up to a point' He was good at

hobnobbing *ith senators and congressmen, especially around the poker

table, where he took care not to win too much. He gained a good many

supporters, but not enough; adjournment carne without action' By then

he had concluded that his cause 'w.as hampered by having a Jew as its

spokesman. He therefore resigned the presidency of the Company in favor

oflohn F. Miller, a former Civil War general and future United States
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Senator who wasparsuw grata among those who looked askance at a Sloss.

At the next session Miller took oyer the task and brought it to completion,
and onJuly r, r87o "An Act to Preyent the Extermination ofFur-bearing
Animals in Alaska" was signed by President Grant.

With that major hurdle overcome, eyents moyed swiftly. Under author-
ity of the Act, the Secretary of the Treasury advertised for bids for a lease

of the Pribilofs, reserving, however, the discretion to award the contract,
not necessarily to the highest bidder, but to the one best qualified in his
judgment to carry out its terms. The Alaska Commercial Company's bid
was not the highest. It did, however, contain an agreement to match any
higher bid, and the Company urged the argument that it was in the best
position to perform, since it already owned the plant and equipment. The
Secretary was persuaded, and signed the lease to the Company on August

3, r87o.

The salient provisions of this historic document can be summarized
briefly. The lease \yas to run lor twenty years. The Company agreed to
pay an annual rental of $j5,ooo, and a special taxof gz.6z1/z for each seal-

skin taken and shipped. Not more than toorooo seals per year, and no
females or pups, could be killed, and the time, place and manner ofkilling
were carefully prescribed in the interest of conservation. As to the natiye
inhabitants, the Company obligated itself to maintain schools for the chil-
dren and to abide by other regulations lor their well-being.

With the action of the United States as a precedent and with the good
offices ofPrince Maksoutoff a parallel lease for the less important but still
valuable Komandorski Islands was quickly obtained from the Russian gov-
ernment. One nor.el requirement was imposed: there must be a Russian

subject appointed as Saint Petersburg representative, with his name in-
cluded in that of the firm. For this purpose the old firm name was resur-
rected and lengthened to Hutchinson, Kohl, Maksoutoff& Co.; it received

the Russian lease and promptly designated the Alaska Commercial Com-
pany as its operating agent. The post ofsaint Petersburg representative
was a salaried sinecure, but it no doubt afforded a welcome opportuniry to
award some financial reciprocation to the Prince lor the benefits he had
conferred. Neyertheless he withdrew after a year or two, and Louis Sloss

then made the longest of his business trips-a voyage halfway around the
world to select a successor acceptable to the Russian authorities. That epi-
sode is the origin of a memorable anecdote that has come dourn in family
tradition. In Saint Petersburg, my grandfather had extensive dealings with

79



an official in high favor with the czarist governmenr who had been born a
Jew, and who must necessarily have embraced orthodox christianity to be
where he was. When they had come to know each other well enough, my
grandfather asked him why he had decided to change his religion. His
ans\yer was this bitterly cynical epigram: "when I was aJew I stfrered for
my God; nol I've got a God who suffered for me.r,

within a couple of years the sealskin operation had become a brilliant
success. The company began by greatly improving the conditions of the
natives; for the first time they were given adequatJousing, fuel and food
all the year round and the free seri.ices of a iesident doJio.. Improved
methods oftaking and curing the skins enabled them to.rr., -or. *ur.y,
and the company's stores offered them goods ranging from serviceable
shoes to musical instruments at or below san Francislo r"etail prices regard-
less oftransportation costs. At the other end, the Company *rd. rrrrrg._
ments for shipping the furs from san Francisco to I-ondon t.cause London
had the world's best dyers of fur, and General Miller toured the fashion
salons ofParis to stirnulate interest in the product. The returns rdTere spec-
tacular. oy n tu/enty-year period the companypaid dividends totrliing
over $r,ooo for each $roo share, producing rn ,*rage return of 5o% a year
on the invested capital. The united statei Treasurf profited tol; in direct
payments under the lease and its extension the goveinment collected well
oyer ten million dollars-three million mor" ih* it had paid for all of
Alaska. The measures to conserve the seal herd also worked well, and prob-
ably would have prevented depletion had it nor been for the increasing
menace ofpelagic sealing; that was only ended many years later by a four_
powel trgaty. It must be conceded, however, that the seals, had they been

"onsulted, might have entered a dissenting opinion aboui the benefits of
the contract. Ifyou are interested in an aclount ofthe situation from the
seal's point of view, I commend to your attention Kipling's imaginative,

1o1ing and meticulously accurate tale "The white sear,'iwhich"you will
findin one of the two Jungle Bookr.

The company', ori.rirking to operate schools in the isrands ran inro
unforeseen complications. There had been schools before, but the language
ofinstruction was Russian, and the natives were reluctant to 

"hr.rg.l 
The

company ofcourse regarded it as its plain duty to inculcate soundimeri-
canism in.ggod English. The solution was ingenious and enterprising. The
native chief agreed to a compromise; the schools coulcl be.ond,r.t!d hrlf
tfre $r in Russian and the other halfin English. The company then sent
the chief's son, already proficient in Russii, to New nnghnd for further
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education, and brought him back as principal. Furthermore, the Company
itself published a bilingual Russo-Ameri,can Primer for use in the schools.

Happily there is a copy ofthis curious production extant in the Alaska His-
torical Library at Juneau, where I recently had the chance to examine it
and to have parts ofit reproduced. Let us smile tolerantly at the blatancy
of some of its rather fancifui prc-American propaganda. The first reading
lesson is preceded b), an illustration which, on close inspection, can be

identified as a picture of the Grand Hotel in San Francisco. The text that
follows solemnly assures the rearler that this is a typical home built by the
ordinary thrifty, indu,strious American. I am fond, too, of the third lesson,

a little disquisition on whisky, ending with the simple sentence: "Good
people never take the poison."

On the Pribilofs, the Company had an official status of a sort, which en-

titled it to see itselfas a quasi-governmental instrumentality, obligated to
treat the inhabitants with benevolent paternalism. Elsewhere in its enor-
mous area of operations, embracing ninety posts stretching from Vladi-
vostok in Siteria across the breadth of Alaska to Darvson in the Canadian
Yukon, it was technically a mere private commercial entelprise, but the
same patterns of thought and action rvere followed. It may be this circum-
stance that gives the Companf, rvhen viewed in retrospect, a claim to
historic greatness morally as well as materially.

At Unalaska, home port of the sea otter fleet, there was no duty to pro-
vide free medical care, but it was done. At the isolated interior trading
posts, where the land furs trapped by Russians, halfbreeds and natives
were bartered for staple American merchandise, the Company had no con-

tract and received no subsidy for carrying and delivering the rnails, but
that was done too. Extending hospitality, material aid, and encourage-
ment to clergyrnen and missionaries ofall sects was part of the day's w'ork,
and they traveled free on the Company's fleet of ocean steamers and

river boats. The Company was not a bank, but it held the savings of its
employees and others on deposit at interest, and later acted as custodian
ofthe gold dust ofthe prospectors. It had no diplornatic credentials from
the State Department, but when it worked its way up the Yukon and found
rhe Hudson's Bay Company operating a post at Fort Yukon well inside the
-{aska border, it made arrangements to hal-e Hudson's Bay withdraw and
:o take oyer the station. It was not a public utility, but its steam plants
.upplied the first electricity distributed in the interior. When, at long last,
'*ashington got around to sending a judge to the brawling Yukon Valley
:uc neglected to appropriate or forward his salary or those ofhis attach6s,
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Mr. M. Lorenz,
Agent St. Michael, Alaska'

San Francisco, MaY 7th 1886

it was the Company that temporarily financed the establishment of law

and order.

Perhaps the attitude is best exemplified by a single piece of internal

company correspondence, never intended for publication; it only came to

fighfaccidentally years later' It reads as follows:

Let it not be supposed, however, that tl-re Compeny wrs univcrs[lly

admired. On the.*trr.y, it was the targetof unceasing vilification. 'I'hc

denunciations emanated from many sources. They started with thc dis-

gruntled business rivals-the unsuccessful hagglers at Sitka and bidders

i't Washington. They gained strength flrom those to whom any monopnly

was inherJntly odious, and those to whom a partlyJewish concern having

international connections was i,lsofactosinister. A particularly bitter attack

came from one of the earliest federally appointed governors ofAlaska, who

was dismayed on taking office to find so much of the essence ofadrninistra-

tive power firmly held by a private corporation far better financed than he

for itl exercise. The charges ioyered a wide range: irregularity in obtaining

the seal contfact, excessive killing of seals, mistreatment ofnatives, exploi-

tation through exorbitant prices,lobbying to block wholesome legislation

for Alaska. All -.t thoroughly and repeatedly inquired into. Treasury

agent after treasury agent, sciintist aftir scientist, came to inspect and

,Jporr, and there -"rJ t*o full-dress Congressional investigations. Thc

,"rrlt *r, always the same: full vindication of the Companyr usually with

a retraction by the accuser. But retractions neYer catch up with-slander,

and it is .rry io discredit a vindication by stating (without prgof) that it
too was prolured by improper influence, so the sniping went right on. In

assertinfi, as I do, tlrat the accusations were groundless, I am not succumb-

i"g to ;y desire to believe it; I am following the conclusion ofpractically

.#.y .*petent historian, from the earliest to the latest. The dean of

them all, Hrb.rt Howe Bancroft, in his Hi,storl of Alaska written whilc

the contioversy was hot, carefully sifts the evidence in an earnest efibrt trr

find just what fire had produced so much smoke' He concludes, almost

plaintively, with these *otdtt "What there is to be pleaded against thcm

,rr" p"rhrp, their success as a business association . . . the reader will judgc

fromthe statements that I have laid before him." The nevrest history

touching on the subject, Chevigny's Russian America, has this to sly:
..The Aiaska Commircial Company has been bitterly clenounccd, but

most historians seem to think it ran its house well' . . ' Its part of thc coun-

try was given a prosperity and an order utterly lacking elscwhc.r3'"

in r8q"o the Company suffcrecl its first scvere reverse. ifhe seal lcasc wrrs

up for r"newrl, ani ,rn,rtl.,"r c()nccrn suburitted e highcr bid.-'lhis tirnc

.ny rrgrrr*rt agrinst r.rking thc highcst bid would hrvc bccn fttlly, so thc

Company acceptcd tlrc re,sttlt grlcclirlly, soltl thc plmt to its succcssor,

^r,l*ith,lr"* 
ir,,r, lltt: st:ttl trltle.'l'hc liltstcrn stockltoltlcrs ltlcl tltc suc-

81

Dear Sir,
We have been informed that a large number of miners have already started

to the yukon and stewart River riines, it is probable that many others will

be attracted to that section ofthe territory in consequence ofthe supposed

existence of rich diggings in that district- considering that the companies-

station at St. Mich"aIl is the nearest source of supply, an extra amount of

groceries and provisions has been sent to you to meet the possible demand

lik ty to be made upon you during the coming winter'

It'*urt not be ,rn^4..riood how"i.r, that the shipment re6rred to is made

for the purpose of realizing profits beyond the regular schedule of prices

h.retof&. established, ouribject is simply to avoid any possible-suffering

which the large increase of population insufficiently provided with.articles

of food mightlccasion. ftence you are directed to store these supplies as a

reserve to ir..t the probable contingency herein indicated, and in that case

dispose of the same io 
".tual 

.orrrori.r, only, and in such quantities as will

"rribl. 
yorr ro relieve the wants and necessities ofeach and every person that

-"y h#. occasion to ask for it. In this connection we deem it particularly

necessary to say to you, that traders in the employ ofthe comPanyl or such

others * d.r* ih"iisopplies from the stores ofthe company, doing business

on their own account, *ort not be permitted to charge excessive profits,

otherwise all business relations with such parties must cease, as the company

cannot permit itself to be made an instrument ofoppression towards anyone

that they may come in contact with.
It is useless to add, that in a case ofabsolute poverty and want, the person

or persons placed in that unfortunate condition should be promptlyfur-

nished the means of subsistence without pay, simplY rePorting such facts

at your earliest convenience to the home office'

Askirrg your strict compliance with the foregoing instructions, which we

hope will be carried out with due discrerion on your Part,
i am with kind regards to yor'rrself ancl Mrs. Lorcnz,

Yours truly,
l,lr w I s (i I,) RSTLD''f,rrl.

tlz



ccs;iiors11l'l Irrtr'lrilrsorr:rnrl Kolrl :rrr,l llt,'|:trtoll irrit'rr'sls llt'rv ittlo:t pl111i1',

etld clelll.t'ccl t, scll tlrcir slrlr*'s' All rvt'*: lxrtrglrt lry (lrPt;rirr Nit^tr:tttttt

and the mcmbcrs of thc Sloss-( io'slkr gr-ott1r, wlto rt:tltittt',1 liritlr ilt Alrtskrt's

economic ciestiny. lirotn that titttc ott, thcy and thcir filnilicr^ wcr(' thc only

stockholders.

With the seal concession gone and competition incrcasing, thc (lxnp:rny

had to tighten its belt; for sixteen years there were no dividcnds paid, but

the venture ultimately became profitable again, though on a more modest

scale. Meanwhile, there was one moment olrenewed glory-the I(londike

gold rush. For those of the prospectors willing to take thc longer but less

hazardous all-r,vater route, the Company supplied comfortable and even

luxurious ocean and river transportation, with a handbook ofinformation

and advice for gold-seekers thrown in. A fleet ofpalatial stern-wheel river

boats on the Mississippi model was built for the Company at Louisville,

knocked down for transportation to the mouth of the Yukon, reassembled,

and put into service between St. Michael and Dawson. The boats were

,"*.d in honor of the ladies of the owners' families, beginning with the

Sarah for Mrs. Sloss, the llannah for Mrs. Gerstle, the Susie for NIrs. Nie-

baum. Once again the Alaska Commercial Company, acting in the grand

manner) was part ofworld news,

The later years of the Company's career are less romantic, and I shall

pass or.er them rapidly. By r9r4 the existence of a British-built railway

from Skagway olrer the White Pass to the headwaters of the Yukon, and

the prospectiye construction of the Alaska Railroad from Seward on thc

rorrth .oitt to Fairbanks in the interior, made the outlook for an inde-

pendent river boat enterprise seem doubtful, and perhaps solneone was

prophetic enough to foresee the impact ofthe airplane' The shipping linc"^,

which had been transferred to a subsidiary named Northern Navigation

Company: were sold to the proprietors of the White Pass & Yukon Rail-

lvay.- Another subsidiary, Northern Commercial Company, had takcn

oyer most of the merchandisin g properties, and in tgzz they too werc soltl,

but with no break in policy, for the buyers were a group of the Company's

own employees, proud of their affiliation with the old Company and dctcr-

mirred to carry on in the same tradition. They and thcir f,rrnilics still opcr-

ate the Northern Commercial Company, but the heltcltluart.crs arc nttw irt

Seattle. Two stations were rctained by Alaskr (lrrrlrncrt:irtl itscl[- ottc rtl

thesceneoftheoldestoltl-rcRussien scttlelncnts, IInllrtsklt, rrrttl thcothct'

at ncighborinq Drrtch I'llrl"lor-purtly, pcrlrlps, {irr st'rrtirtt<'ttlttl rt'rtsotrs

tt4

lttttl P:ttlly tol,,ivcllrclr,,rrrr',,llr.r'r'rr,,rrl,lr lotLrro jrrslily llrr.t.lr.rrtiorrr,l
thxr:liritlrlirlt'rrtpL,ycr':;. l,irr.rll1,irr t,1.1o, llrost'lw()l)()slsp:rsstrl loNorl lr

t't'tt (irttttttt:tt'irtl rr- u,r'll,:ttr,l it lcll t,, rtrr':rs:t.irtrrior rncnrlrt't'ol'rrry l;rllrr.r''ri
llrv lintr to irtitirrtc tlrt'k'1,,:rl slr'pr; Iirr tlrc Iinrl Iiryrritl:rtiolr ol'llrt'Al;rsl<:r
( ilnrrncrciul (irrrrplny llit'r' st'vcrrt y cvcntlirl ycars.

My tale is crrdccl; it is rrrcrcly l srnell slicc of history. llut hi;^tory lt':rvt.s
its rnerks on thc lancl, fur tlrosc who ltnow wlrcrc to kxrk ftrr t ht"nr.

J'rayel to Alaska today, md you will encounter thc Nortlrcrn ( lrrrrrrt.r.-
ciel Company wherever you go. In remote Indian villagcs its lrorrsc llri,.
liics over the one general store and trading post; in thc largcr cirics iilit.
Anchorage and Fairbanks its emblem designates the leacling rnctropolit;rrr
clcpartment store. Eyen the Panhandle has been reinvadecl, rrot filr rlt.ncr':rl
nrerchandising, but for specialized operations like supplying nrrrinc t.n.
gines, parts and seryice in a region of few roads but countlcss wlttcrwilyri.

I3ut you need not journey so far; five blocks will suIficc. At (j:rlilirrrrirr
end Sansome there stands the building erected to housc thc Allskrr ( irrrr
rncrcial Company's oflce after the old headquarters hacl bccn clcst loyrrl in
r 9o6. Despite its corner location, it still bears the historic acldrcss 3 r o Siu r

some Street, and the words "Alaska Commercial l3uilding" rrc crnlrosstrl
on the stone of the facade. Look more closely, and you will notir. (lrll I lrr.

lrLrilclers ornamented the structure with visual symbols of thc ( irrrrlrrrry's
lctivities. There are sculptured seals over the doorway ancl iciclt's orr :r

row ofcxterior panels. One of the cornices is punctuated witlr hcrrtls ol'rv:rl
rrrscs linked by lengths of coiled ship's cable; anothcr Gaturcs polrrr lx.rrr'

lrceds. Hundreds pass the building each day, ignoring the dccorrrtir)lr;- ()r'1

pcrhaps, thinking thcrn absurdly old-fashioned in this cra of rcmorsr:k."^sly
rt:ctilinear architecture. To me, howc'vcr, they are cloqr:cr.rt, lrrtl 1rc,r'lr:rps
rhcy willhaveanewlnexninuforyouwhol-ravelistenedtorrrcthiscvt.rrirrll.

Postscript to ofsl)off and Sbips and Sealiug

lrr t hc surnmcr of 196.5, nry wifu uncl I wcnt to Alaska, partly rs lotrrists rurtt

prrrtlylspilgrirls,firrIwlntctl toI)lyl1 piousvisittothc"^ccncof("lrr.rrr:tivi
tics o[thc atrccstrltl [rusittcs-- t:ttlcrprisc. I tlclvccl a [lit r'rrto lrchivc:s irr li
lr';trics thcrc lncl chltttrl lvillt pt',r1rlc: ucrlrrrrintcrl with ALrsklrr lrislory.
Wlrr:n lrcturnctl, lpul wlrrrl llrr,l lt'llntl lrrrl whrrt llrrrtl krrorvn lrt^lirr.
:rlxrttl thc: Al:rsklr (irrrrrrrcn i:rl ( irrrprrrry irrto tlris prrlx'r, lrrrrl tltorrllltl llrrl
t',rultl [rctlrt't'rttl ol'it.lt u,ls,,rrly tlrclx'1',iruriny;. llrlvr'"^irrtr. lrtr.n,lr';rwrr
irrlrlrttttt'hln()r'('l'('s('ru'('lrottllr,'srrlrjrr'l.Sorrrt'ol'ilsli'rrilsrxtrrll:rl<.rirrtlris

lls



volume, some have appeared elsesrhere, and some, I hoPe, are still to come.

In this paper, there is a detailed account ofhow the predecessor firm of
Hutchinson, Kohl and Company was lormed and got its start. The account

is quite wrong. It was the accepted story when I wrote it, but dogged

sleuthing by *y friend Professor fuchard A. Pierce ofQueen's University

in Canada laterievealed that it could not have happened that way. He and

I then constructed a new version consistent with the facts he had un-

earthed, and "The Hutchinson, Kohl Story: A Fresh Look," a collabora-

tive effort, appeared in the Pacif.c Northwest Quarteri forJanuary rg7t' A
later article If mine in the July 1977 issue of the same Lumterl1, called

"Who Orvned the Alaska Comrnercial Company?r" enlarges on what I had

told the Club about the identity of the early stockholders and brings the

career of the successor comPany in Alaska up to date.

These corrections, however, do not change the main outlines of the

company,s story, which remains a striking episode in the history of the

Ameiican West. But the Alaska Commercial Building, so eloquently (I
hoped) described in the last paragraph of my essay, is no-more. It was de-

r"otistied a few years ago to make room for the imposing headquarters of a

Japanese bank. Lovers ofthe old building, however, can find a bit ofsolace

ln the preseryation by the new owners of some of the sculptured walrus

heads, 
-which 

are diiphyed along the California Street facade with a

plaque explaining their origin.

i
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Locus Sigilli
ocToBER rg72

By the generous custom ofthe Chit-Chat Club, the writer ofan essay may,
ifhe likes, choose a title that conceals his subject. This time I have stretched
that privilege beyond all legitimate bounds, for my title is more than a
screen; it is a hoax, and, still worse, a hoax based on a pun. I ought to grovel
in shame, instead of which I cannot resist smiling at my own Geble jest.

The classicists and the lawyers among you will have rccogniznd loeas

figilli as a Latin expression meaning "the place of the seal." It refers, of
course, to the spot on a formal document at which a distinctive device is
affixed or impressed to attest its authenticity. But the seals ofwhich I shall
speak are not ofthat kind; they are animals. Specifically, they are members
of the species known scientifically as Callorhi.nu ursinus and colloquially as

the Alaska lur seal. And the one spot on earth that is preeminently the place
ofthat seal is the Island ofSt. Paul, largest ofthe Pribilofgroup in the Bering
Sea. There, during the summer months, these seals congregate, as the
scientist Victor B. Scheffer writes in his admirable book Tbe Tear of tbe Seal,

"in numbers so great that a man crouching on a clifftop above a rookery
can count tens of thousands. Nowhere else in the world, I think, could he
see so many mammals from one vantage point, unless perhaps at the en-
trance to Carlsbad Caverns, New Mexico, where the bats in flight come
pouring forth at dusk to feed."

St. Paul Island was first visited in q87 by the Russian navigator Gera-
sim Pribilof-an eyent of momentous historic, scientific and commercial
consequences. It was visited in July ry7t by me-an event of no conse-
quence at all. But to me the visit was a memorable experience-so much
so that I propose, in this paper, to try to conyey to you the attraction that
drew me irresistibly to seek out the place of the seal, and my impressions
once I finally got there.

When Pribilof discovered the islands that were given his name, it was
the fur seals that had guided him there. The seal rookeries of the Comman-
der Islands, much farther west in what has remained Siberian territory,
were already known, but other seals in eyen larger numbers were observed
at sea swimming toward an unknown destination. By following them,
Pribilof reached first the smaller island of St. George, and then St. Paul it-
sel[, both in what are now Alaskan waters. He found no human inhabitants,
nor any evidence that men had ever lived there. The seal herd was in its

ro7
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pristine state, before the depredations ofits only important encmy had

L.g,rr. To contemplate its size staggers the_irnagination. Today, lraving
.sJrp..le*t r-i.,aiion at least twice, the Pribiiof herd is considered to be

in excellent condition at about a million and a half inembers. The original

number may have been twice as large. There is no poetic exaggeration in

Kipling,s ringing line: "The beaches of l-ukannon-two million voices

strong!"
Coifrontecl with an apparently inexhaustible supply ofvaluable animals,

the Russians at first engaged in thoughtless and ru"thless ntassacre' Later,

when they noticed a dicline in the herd, they wisely began to institute

restrictions that have been refined and impror.ed upon for over a hundred

years under both Russian and American rule. But for that circumstance,

ih" North.rn fur seals might have shared the fate of their distant cousins

in the Antarctic, which had been hunted to the verge ofextinction by the

middle of the nineteenth century. As it is, carefully controlled taking of

seals on the Pribilofs persists as a goyernment operation to the present day,

and is commonly pointed to ,u ,, outstanding example of humane and

intelligent *rnrg.-*.nt of a valuable wiidlife esource. To e.xplain how

this rv"orks, I muit tell you a little about the extraordinary habits and life

rycle of the fur seals.

The crucial fact is that the fur seals are intensely polygamous. The breed-

ing males are formidable creatures, several hundred pounds in weight and

q.It. fbro.ious in disposition. Every season, they are the first to crawl up

,' rt of the sea. Each of th.- establishes his own area on the rocky beach,

which he will deGnd against all challengers. When the much smaller fe-

males arrive a month or io later, each of the beachn"rastels, as they are cal|ed,

seizes and keeps as many of them as he can hold by combat against his fel-

lows' The noti'b"t offemales in one bull's harem ma)r run to fifty or more'

From the time at vhich she matures, the Gmale lives through a repetitive

annual cycle. She hauls up out of the sea and becomes the prize of somc

beachmaster. shortly, rh. giv.s birth to the pup conceived the year beforc.

Within a week aft.rihat, Jh..o*., in heat and is impregnated again; that

astonishing Gat is possible because nature has equipped her with a doublc

uterus. All"summei, she nurses her last pup vhile nurturing tlrc ncw lili'

within her, so that three lives depend on h.t survival. -1\rty cxtcnsivc kill-

ing of females threatens the maintenancc of tl-rc hcrcl'

i)n the survival valuc of thc.ralcs, thc pructicc.l'lxrlygrtrrry luts tltt:

()pp(h^itc cfll'c:t. ( )nly a snttll fi'actiorr ol't hcrn t lrt: stt'ortp',t'sI :ttttl tt tost Pttg-

IolJ

nacious-will ever become beachmasters. The rest will ncvcr lrrtr:rl lt :rll;
as far as the preservation of the species goes, they are cxpcnclrrbk.. litrr.r lrr.r.-

more, the young adult males-bacheiors, as they are callccl-- urc r.xc.lrrrlerl
from the parts of the beaches occupied by the active lurcnrs, untl rrrrrgrt.
gate by themselyes in separate areas of their own. That nnkcs il t.rrsy lo
round up a number of them with a minimum ofdisturbancc, to rlrivr: r lrcrrr
to a secluded spot, and to dispatch each of them quickly encl ctlicir.rr r ly by
a single blow on the head with a heavy club. So long as thc killing is t.ur.c:..

fully confined to bachelors, and is so restricted in numbcrs rs [o lcrvc urr

ample supply of males for future breeding purposes, there is no rcrrsoll (o

doubt that the practice could continue foreyer. The prescnt couclition of'
stability, however, has been reached only after many fluctlrati<xrs urrrl
tribulations.

The first threat, of course, had been the initial onslaught of tlrc I{ussirrrr
fur-hunters. To help in the work, they recruited-kidnapped w<-rulcl lrc u
more accurateword-natives from the Aleutian Islands, whom thcy cstlb-
lished in one village on St. Paul and anorher on St. George. Ilcmarkubly,
the settlements endured, and the descendants of those Aleuts hrvc bc-
come in a sense the hereditary guardians of the Pribilof seal hcrd. Whcn
some wise Russian official perceived the need to stop the killing offtmrlcs,
the natives were given that order, so forcefully that the prohibition lrc-
came a taboo almost as sacred as the teachings of the Russian ortluxlox
Church, to which they became and still remain devotedly attached. 'l'hcrs
u'ere other conservation rneasures too. As a result, when Alaskl wlrs
bought from Russia by the United States in 1867, the seal hcrd nor only
had survived, but constituted by far the most valuable item in thc :rctluisi-
tion.

It was the transGr of sovereignty that brought on the Pribilof hcrrl's
next crisis. The withdrawal of the Russians left a total lack of lcgal anrl
administrative authority, and the United States government wns slow to
act in filling the void. During the interregnum, St. Paul bccrrne a sccnc of'
sharp conflict in which scals, as usurl, were thc chief victims.

Thc departing Itussirrrs, rrnd particularly thc last (lovcrnor, l)rinc<:
l)rnitrii Mnksut'ov, hlcl tricd to providc firr a snr<xrtl.r trlnsition. Pcrplcxc:cl
rtltcl intportunccl [ry llr.nn(ir'ous lrrrrguin-lrurrtirrtl spr:crrlrtorr^, hc hurl f irrrrlly
soltl thc: grcltt btrlk ol'l ht' l{ ttssiltn Atrrcrit';ur ( irrrrp:rrry's corrrrrrcrcilrl lrssc:l s

Io ottc bttycr, rt llltllirrrolt'rur rrrrrrrrrl lllrywlrrrl M. llrrtclrirrsort, o1x,r;rtirrg
rvith ctrllillrl t'ltist'tl irr S:ttt l,'t'rttrt'isrrr, I lltl llrt'l'r'irrr'r'irrtcrrtltrl lo thlow irr

l(x)
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the pribilofseal operation as paft ofthe purchase? Prrhaps not, as he had

already permittei one of the Company's former ship's officers, Captain

Custave Niebaum, to sail to St. paul and pick up a carBo of sealskins for

tlisposal in San Francisco. When, however, Hutchinson then united with

his San Francisco backers and others to form the firm ofHutchinson, Kohl

and Company, and when Niebaum promptly joined forces with them,

there was- no longer any doubt that the resulting combination had for

practical purpor.Jb..o*e the authorized successor to the fur-trading oper-

,tiors ofih.^Russian American Company at St. Paul as well as elsewhere

in Alaska. certainly Maksutov so ,riewed it; in May r868_he actually

escorted Hutchinson to St. Paul to put him into possession ofthe plant and

to present him to the i,'illagers as their new boss'

i{ot"hinron and his assoliates, however, had not reckoned with the zeal

and enterprise ofwilliams, Haven & co., whalers and sealers ofNew Lon-

clon, Conirecticut. Fresh from triumphs of slaughter at Mas Afuero and

other Southern seal rookeries, the heads ofthat firm were not disposed to

ler new openings in the North slip through their fingers' The moment the

purchase'of Alfska was assured, without taking the time to send a ship

"rorrrd 
the Horn, they dispatched one of their experienced sea-captains,

Ebenezer Morgan, by steamer yia Panama to Honolulu, where he took

command of a"vessel'that was already in the Pacific and hastened to St'

Paul. Arrivingin March r868, he purported to take possession byflashing

an official-loofing Masonic certifiiate in the faces of the bewildered inhabi-

tants and by rtafing out the empry seal rookeries as ifthey had been min-

ing claims. Then he sailed away, but not for long' 
--Soon 

after Hutchinson had come in May to take over, Morgan reap-

peared with a burly gang ofexperienced sealers, claiming prioriry. Hostili-

iies between the twt groups were narrow.ly averted by an agretment to

work side by side at S;. prul that summer, dividing the rookeries on the

island between themselves and driving all other comers away by a show of

force. Hutchinson encouraged his nrtir. sealers to respect the traditional

restrictions, but Morgan's*imported professionals killed indiscriminately'

The total ,ir,rght.. *'", 
"nor*oor-possibly 

z5o,ooo seals in a single sum-

mer at St. pauLlone, without taking account ofother expeditions, notably

that of Parrott & Co. of San Franiisco, that were forcibly exiled to St'

George and killed another roo,ooo there.

Wo"rd of these wilcl doings filterecl back to Washingf<t1, 1nd bc'furc thc

griur summer of 1868 tlrr, iiu"t Chngrcss hrtcl rctccl to prolribit rll killing

IIO

offur seals in Alaska. A second law enacted early in 1869 declared St. Paul
and St. George to be special reseryations, closed to all visitors except by
goyernmental leave. There ensued an intense political struggle in W.'sh-
ington for the right of access to the islands and the seals. By mid-r87o,
Congress had been persuaded that the safest way to preyent repetitions of
the calamitous conflicts of 1868 was to a:uthorjrzn an exclusiye lease of thc
islands to a single firm, under rigid control with regard both to the amount
and manner of killing and to the proper treatment of the native popula-
tion. Meanwhile, the Hutchinson, Kohl and the Williams, Haven forccs,
once at each other's throats, had united in the ownership ofstock in thc
newly formed Alaska Commercial Companyr and the Parrott intercsts
were also admitted to participation. No rnatter how loudly their rivrls
screamed "monopoly" and "favoritism," their cornbined claims to prior
rights, together with their skillful political maneuvering, culminatccl in a
fwenty-year lease to the Alaska Cornmercial Company. Although thc
Company's privileges and highly profitable position neyer ceased to bc a
subject ofsharp controyersy, history has rendered a favorable verdict; tlrc
Company is rather generaily credited with having conducted itself lbly,
conscientiously and benevolently. The seal herd and its native custodiiurs
seemed to haye finally entered upon a stable and prosperous period.

Quite the opposite turned out to be true. Before long, the seals wcrc ftc-
ing the greatest danger that had ever confronted them. That was the risc
ofpelagic sealing, which is the killing of seals at sea by shooting them from
boats. From the point of view of any animal-lover or conseryationist it is
an intolerable practice, for it is both cruel and wasteful. The shooter ainrs
and fires without knowing the victim's sex; ifit happens to be female, threc
lives may be lost in the hope of salvaging one pelt. Besides, the animal,
regardless ofits sex, may be wounded and go oft-to die elsewhere, or ifits
body is recovered its fur may not be in usable condition. It has been csti-
mated that for each skin actually sent to market by the pelagic sealers, an

aYerage often seals had died.
Pelagic sealers in significant numbers first appeared around r88o. Oh-

viously their operations menaccd not only the seals, but also the Alaska
Commercial Company nncl, lftcr r89o when its leasc cxpired, its succcssrlr

lessee, as well es thc flclcrll grwcrnnrcnt, which derivcd hrndsonre rcvc-
nuss under thc lcun'cs.'l'lrc IJnitccl Stutcs urade vigorous clfirrts to stxnU)
out tlrc practicc, hut thirty y(iurs wcrc t() pnss bcfilrc thc rcsulr wus
rrchicvcrl.



It was easy enough to pass Gderal laws that r,vould effectively keep

Americans from taki"g urni, ,t sea. But then Canadian vessels turned up,

in increasing.rumbers. The United States proceeded to seize some ofthem

lor violatin[ Arnerican law, and promptly became ernbroiled with Great

Britain in a'diplomatic crisis. It did our government no good to maintain

that under inlrnational law the Bering Sea fell in the category of closed

w.aters, or that because the seals breed and are born on American soil they

are American property whereyer found just as a straying herd ofdomestic

cattle would be. Both'arguments flew in the face of the sacred principleof

the freedom of the seas, for rvhich the British were quite prepared to fight

ifneed be. Finally the question was submitted to international arbitration

in Paris. The report of the proceedings occupies sixteen thick volumes, but

the outcome was disastrousiy simple. While piously deploring the effects

ofpelagic sealing and recommending some innocuous regulations, the tri-

bun"l irstair-,..1-G.eat Britain on all essential points' The Canadians, to be

joined shortly by theJapanese, were Iiee to carry on pelagic sealing with-

out effective restraint.
There remained one a\renue: to negotiate an international agreetnent.

With one minor and temporary exception, only the United States and

Russia owned any seal-breecling areas. They, in this connection, were the

"haye" nations,;hile Canada andJapan were the "haYe-nots'" FIow about

paylng them off? The idea seemed fanciful when first proposed, hut it was

ultimitely accepted. By a four-power treaty signed at Washingtonin r9rr,

it was agieed that of the skins of seals killed on the American and Russian

islands,"fixed percentages would be delivered, without charge, to the

Canadian and japanes.-gou.rr,rn.rttsl iu return, Canada andJapan woulcl

forbid their naiio.,als to iake seals at sea. And that is in essence the arrange-

ment that remains in force todaY.

It happened in the nick of time. The Fribilof seal herd had all but van-

ished; iiwas probably down to between roo,ooo and zoo,ooo by rgrr'
Wheiher it.il/;uld urr.r r".ou., sufficiently to make the treaty meaningful

remained to be seen. Fortunately it did, and fairly rapidly. The Unitcd

States helped the process by discontinuing all land killing after the sccotrd

lease expired in rgio and resuming it only ,,lr.n recovcry hrd becn assurcrl,

arrd then strictly as a governmenl operation-no 
'nore 

privrttc cr.x,prttlics

as lessees or occupants. Ancl thar stxtus too still plcvlils'
St. IlaulIslancl, then, ftas hecl rrtl cvcntful fiistrx"y. [t.ltrts rls<t, trrrtil vcl'y ,

rccr:ntly, lxrsscsscrl rlrt. lrrrc of thc lirbidrlt'rr. Whclr I llrst visitt'tl Ahskl irr

tt2

1965, I looked into the possibility ofincluding the pribilofs in m). iti,crary.
I learned that the government did not welcome casual visitors"or provir-lc
tourist facilities flor them; permission was needed. I had no official ,irr,,, ,,.
scientific attainments. what qualifications could I have claimed? Nonc l.ru r"

an abiding love of I{ipling's srorv Tbe wbite seal anda farnily connectiorr
rytlr qhe iong defunct Alaska Commercial Company. Not enough, I crrn-
cluded.

Then, in r97o, The Tear af tlte seal appeared, and ofcourse I read it aviilly.
My e,ves opened wide wl-ren I saw several references to planeloads c,f t,ui-
ists from Anchorage as regular Gatures of theJuly sceie at St. paul. Ap-
parently Pribilof tours now existed. No doubt, I assumed, they would bc
widelr advertised, and alluring folders with colored photographs ancl clc-
tailed schedules would be readily available at travel ,g..,.i*.r.'

Not a bit o[it. I found nobody in san Francisco who had eycn hcarcl ,f'
such a thing. All I managed to find out was that one must write to ltccvt:
Aleutian Airways at Anchorage. In response one receiyes a mimeogrrrPhccl
sheet, from which it is possible to glean this much infornrarion: li.t*"",.,
mid-June and mid-August, once a week only, Reeve operates ir tw<>drry
tour to St. Paul. It leaves Anchorage early one morning and returns lntc: t lre
foJJgwing afternoon. Reservations can be made at a stated pricc, whi<:lr
will inclucle_lodging, meals and.sightseeing while at St. paul. knowing ,,,,
more than that, one takes it or leaves it. I took it, although thc vngut.nt,s,-
eave the project an air ofmystery.

only as the trip unfolded did the mystery begin to clear. Thc gov(.r)-
ment has, indeed, opened the door to tourists, but only a crack. It jocs rrot
\lrant sw.arms ofpeople around, frightening the seals, tothering thc work-
rnen, and defacing the landscape. Reeve, largely a rnail an.l carg,, carricr
anyhow, is quite happy to cooperate bydoing noihing topromor"il.,",.,,,r,
ifyou want it you must seek it out. But once Reeve's DC-6 l-,as left Anclr,r-
age, the attitude changes rbruptly. "A11 right, you,ve come, Ibr whntcvc:r
rcasonr" Ifee19's pcoplc r^ccur to bc saying, "and now we'rc going to tlrr.r)
.urselvcs insiclc or-rt r, nrakc it worth your whilc." T'hey bcgin by"cclucat-
irrg you. You lrc henclccl l sirrrplc [rut amractivc littlc ftldci cellccl ,.y6ur
l'rillilof -l'or"rr (luirlc" urrcl :urol lrt:r r:rrtitlccl "l{onuncc of thc lrribilol liur
Scrrln^."'l'hcsc rrrc r:rlritlly lirlkrrvcrl by clrc<:k lisrs of thc [irtls rrrrrl will-
llowcrn'firtttttl olt tlrt'isllrrtrls.'l'hc: pllrrc l)ilur-(rs lrt (trlcl I}ry lrrrtl clrrs rrr1l
rt':rt'lr .st. l)lrrrl rrrrril rrritl;rlit.r'nrxrrr, so you lurvc lrrrrplc tirrrr.lilr y.,rrr
Itotrrt'rvork.
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You may consider yourself fortunate if the constant fog has lifted suffi-

ciently to permit you to land at all. (Once down, the plane will stay over-

night, and will depart the next day regardless.) Down you come on to an

unpaved airstrip; its gravel surface is ofa vivid dark-red color that )rou uiill
also find on the roads and wherever there is exposed rock or soil; it con-

trasts strikingly with the brilliant green of the thick mat of grasses and

lichens that covers the gently rolling countryside. As you emerge from

the plane, you look around, from force ofhabit, to see what the airport
building looks like. There isn't any. You are led straight to a waiting bus,

which is in a rather extreme state of dilapidation. But it runs, even though
every minor up-grade sounds as if it might be the last. Better still, the

heater works, and is already extremely welcome after even a briefexposure

to the chill, damp, penetrating wind. Best of all, the driver is an amiable

and well-informed young biologist, who will diligently guide, shepherd

and instruct the members of the tour for the next rwenty-four hours. With-
out him andhis bus youwould be helpless indeed, foryouwill find no taxis

or rental autos. Offyou go in his care to the clean, white, orderly village
that looks not a bit like an Alaska native settlement but like an exception-

ally well-built and well-kept company town. There you settle in at the
local hotel, government-owned but Aleut-operated, which turns out to be

modest but entirely adequate and refreshingly free of tourist commercial-

isml not a curio, souvenir, or picture postcard to be bought. Nor, for that
matter, a drop of liquor.

From this point, the tours are likely to differ from week to week; the

guide tailors each one to fit the interests of the members. Our Party hap-

pened to include no bird-watchers, but there were two delightful and in-
domitable ladies who were avid collectors of plant specimens. All of us,

however, agreed that we would like to go first to a seal rookery, and we set

out for the one such spot to which tourists were being admitted that year.

We bundled up, lelt the bus, and trudged across a grassy plain toward the
ocean. The first evidence of the proximity of the seals was a powerful

stench. Next the noise became noticeable. And then came the climax-the
edge of the clifl with the whole panorama of the seal community spread

out before oureyes. Several harems within close range-the viciousJooking
bulls watchfully erect, many sleek brown females leaning toward them

adoringly or at least submissively, other females swirnming skillfully and

gracefully in the tumultuous surf, clusters of small bleck ncw-born PuPs,
lying on the rocks. It was ell thcrc, just as I hacl 1sx1l llxrut it rntl inraginccl

it, and it was real. And then a,rook far up the coast, arong the sweep of,a
gently curving beach crammed with seals, more r.rir, ,nirtill more seals

-more than one can ll,eil conceive without seeing the spectacle. Lukanin,
the guide had called that beach. And suddenly Ih" airillrrlr. of verse
flashed backinto mymind: "The beaches oflukannon-two miilror..oi..,
strong!" Even Ifipling had never actualry seen them-and now I had. I
could not suppress e feeling ofehtion.

An early_farnily-style dinner at the hotel, an evening ride in the bus to
see the birds and the wildflowers, and then I was confronted with the mo_
ment of decision. Did I or did I not want to be awaken d 

^t 4r,, j- x*r. and
go out at dawn to observe what was euphemistically called the",,seal har-yest"-meaning, of clTyg,.the.killing? Would the sight b. ,nb"rrrbly
l]""{y and gruesome-? Might I becoie the centrar fifure in an incident
like the one that once berbll one ofour most eminent mJmbers at a meeting
of this club? The guide reassured m', most people dici not g.t ofr;t, ,na r
need not get close or e,,en leave the bur urrLrri wanred tol Besides, I had
come too far to shrink back at that stage. yes, I would go.

At daybreak, our bus, with only three aboard o,r, o'f the dozen or so
tourists. in our gfolp, followed the trucks of the Areut op.rrro* ihrougrr
the eerie semi-darkness.to the_day,s chosen spot. Soon alargepoci of
rounded-up bachelor seals-perhaps :oo of them-appeared, ril3r.ing ,r.r
milling about, looking quite unconcerned. nrom this colleciion a smallcr
number-about rJ-was detached and gentry urged towarJii. *riring
clubbers, and the rvork was-under way. ti *rr visible from the Cur, tur r,
a considerable distance. And then, almost to my own surprise, t founcl my-
self descending from the bus and srowry inching.tor.r'rrJ.tr", ,u ,rr"
action' ltere was a fascination about trre procesi, and I was not finding it
horifying.

other observers, I know, have come to different conclusions, but I saw
no indication that the animals experienced any fear o, .ndrr"i any pein,
Every now and then, at th_e last moment a particurar sear was r"J..u:r..r try
the sealers and released. whenever that happened, it did ,ot drJh uffa, ,r
frightened animal would; it placidly *rt.h.d ,h" p-.".di,rg* 

-ritt', 
u,,

awareness of their grim significrurce. N.r was therc iime fur aily plrysic,,rl
suffering; one quick blow rrurl it wus ovcr.

In this ancl othcr rcsl).('{s, rlrc skiil rrrrcl llrcc.isiou 9f t6c wgr.kcrs rrrr:
astouncling. At tilttc:s ottt'-llrirrk"-,l'rr lirt't,ry ,rsrcrrrbly lirrc; rrt ,,t1c1rlt,l,x,s
not scc:lll l<xr firr-li:tt'lrt'rl lo lrc rcrrrirr,lc.l ,rf lr llrrlicr. wirh llrr. rrrrrrosl
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rhythm, grace and economy of motion, skins and carcasses are separated,

laid neatly on the ground in parallel rows, and then transferred to trucks.

Whatever animal refuse remains can safely be left for the birds; they will
clean it up to the last scrap.

F{ow about the native workers? Have they been brutalized by genera-

tions of this employment, or do they remain the gentle, kindly folk their

ancestors were? I shali answer that question v'ith an anecdote. At one time

that morning we were watching a pod of bachelors guarded by a single

native herder. \\re had in our Party a professional photographer, who was

busily dashing about shooting from various angles; I was standing in one

spot and easily approached. The native walked up to me) extendinga hand

that contained a yellow film carton and some metal foil. "Please," he said

quietly, "please ask that man not to litter our island."
- 

ifthe killing ofseals at St. Paul is to continue, I do not see how it could

be done better. And it seerns to Ine that it should continue' Not only be-

cause it produces an annual reyenue of five million doilars to the govern-

ment; we could afford to relinquish that. Nor even because it provides the

livelihood of ser.eral hundred nativesl other employment could perhaps be

found for them. But because the Pribilofquota ofkilled seals supplies most

of the ransom, paid to Canada and Japan, that protects the whole species

from the horrors of pelagic sealing. Ifyou think what is happening is bad'

rememL,er that the alternative is infinitely worse'

The rest ofthe touris quickly told. Avisit to the processing plant, where

the skins go through some prelirninary operations and are barreled

for shipment. A stop at the by-products plant, where the carcasses are

groond intr: meal to be used, ironically enough, as Ged for mink, and thus

iecycled for the production of another luxury fur. A steep climb to the

Russian Orthodox Church, which dominates the village geographically as

well as spiritually. I-unch at the hotel; the final busride to the airstrip; and

off and away for Cold Bay and Anchorage. And then, during the return

flight, one Last lor.ing attention from Reeve Aleutian Airways-a u'allet-

size card {br each of the tour members, certifying that he was there. Ofall

the credentials that I carry about with rne, I think of that one as the least

valuable-and the most valuled.

Postscript to Locut Si.gilli

In r97r I hacl seerchcd in vrin firr scductively illustr:rtccl firlclcrs rclvcrtisittg

l'rilrilrrf Isll,cl t,urs' l\y t9174 tlrcy lracl bl.ssontcttl in tltc 1*tvcl rtgctrci.s'

rl6

and the excursions they described had become longer and more fi.cqtrc,r.
I suspect that tourisrn has now become a conspicuo-us presence on sr-. lrlul
Island. I'm glad I got there first.

By a decision rendered only iastJune, the United States Inclian (jl.ir,s
commission awarded the impressive sum of $rrrzoo,ooo to thc Alcrrt
communities ofSt. Paul and St. George Islands. This is calculatccl to conr_
pensate for what it is said that they-or rather their ancestors-ftrilcrl r,
r.eceive toT ,h9 goyernment and its lessees between rBTo and 1946, , 

l 
,lrc

details of the calculation and its underlying assumptions are smrili,,14.
It is assumed, although the text ofthe laws does not say so, tirat thc Acrs

ofcongress of r87o and rgro obligated the goyernment to see ro it tlut t ht:
natives received botb fair compensation foitheir work in dre seal harvcst
and the necessities of lifb gratis. It is also assumed, contrary to many ;;ri,r
government findings, that they were in fact held in a stat ol-abjcct nriscry.
The rest is a breath-taking exhibition ofthe art ofjuggling hypothctic.l
figures.

You first compute r,vhat this number ofworkers, half of them chsscd rrs
skilled and halfas unskilled, would have earned had rhey been continu,rrn-ly
employed throughout the 76 years at the wage rates pievailing in thc c:lsr-
ern united srates. you then raise the figure by 45;1, brr uJ" priccs u,cl
wag:es a,e higher in remore areas. withlhat piemium, the hygrtlr.ric,l
y:r!.I youlq presumably have been quite able to buy dre neiccssirics ,r'
life for himselfl You neverrheless go on and add what it would havc crsr r.
providg adequatehousing, fuel, food, clothing, household furnishingn^, wu-
ter, sanitation and education free ofcharge. By now you have ,,,,rk"i y,,,r,
$ray up to over fifteen million dollars. you then su6trr"t the ftrur nrijli,,rr
dollars that were actually spent on them, and aoiD!Justicehas bccn cilr,c.

How this huge award will be used and what effect it will havc o, thc
two tiny communities of only a few hundred souls remain to bc scc:rr.
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