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Ever since his disappearance and supposed murder somewhere on the Alaskan mainland in 1796, Hiromonk Juvenaly (Iakov Fedorovich Govoruchkin) has been the object of much speculation, some of which has been reported in American histories of the region as established fact. With the publication of Hubert Bancroft’s History of Alaska, in 1885, father Juvenaly`s “diary” became the major source of information about the circumstances of the missionary’s death, the Bancroft account being accepted and repeated in every historical survey of Russian America since. However, recent scholarship has proven this “diary” a forgery, requiring any research to look elsewhere for clues about the site and circumstances of the priest-monk’s end. 

The present article attempts to examine all the primary source information about Father Juvenaly’s life and activities in Alaska to gain some appreciation of the man his character, and all the earliest accounts of his disappearance and death, together with later versions published in Russian language sources. Finally, this essay will review the “diary” and consider the modern written and oral tradition in Southwestern Alaska concerning the place and reasons for Father Juvenaly’s murder, in order to present and reasons for all that can be documented from original source material about the martyrdom of one of the first orthodox missionaries to Alaska.

(1) Father Juvenaly and the Valaam mission 

After established the first permanent European settlement in Alaska at three Saints Bay in 1784, Grigorii Shelikkhov returned to Russia with exaggerated stories of his heroic accomplishments, seeking government financial and military support, and possibly promotion to the status of hereditary nobility for himself and his posterity, from the Empress Catherine II. Her Imeral Majesty, however, was nobody’s fool. Shelikhov`s reported accomplishments seemed impressive enough, but the North Pacific ocean appeared ridiculously ambitious to a modern European monarch welkl versed in the latest laissez faire economic theories. Shelikhov claimed that he and his wife Natalia had established the first school in their colony and had introduced the Kodiak Islanders to Christianity. Certainly the sovereign would reward and perhaps subsidize their selfless efforts to evangelize a new land? Could not priest be recruited to serve the spiritual and sacramental needs of the settlement? 

 Catherine denied Shelikhov’s petition for a monopoly but granted permission for the mission. Since he had claimed have conquered Kodiak’s entire population of 10,000 (and to nearly with out blood shed too!) Shelikhov would need an entire contigent of missionaries to preach the faith and baptize so many, the Empress reasoned. Volunteers from Valaam and Kovenitsa monasteries had already agreed to travel to Kodiak at shelikhov`s invitation and expense. The longest missionary journey ever undertaken by orthodox missionary began in late December 1792. They arrived in Paul
s Harbor (Kodiak) on September 24, the next year.  

The mission was headed by Archimandrite Ioasaf (Bolotov) the only monk of the ten who had received a formal theological education. Priest –monk Juvenaly (Iakov Fedorovich ) had been a military engineer before entering the monastic life some years before, while his brother Stefan, ordained hierodeacon enroute in Irkutsk, was the youngest member of the community. Arriving in Alaska, Ioasaf wrote:


Juvenaly is quite sensible, while his brother Father Stefan, who was made

hierodeeacon in Irkutsk, is, although still a young man, very kind, simple, 

helpful and wise, and if one had to choose from the brothers of Valaam it 

would be hard to find any, more fitted to the local conditions. As a result 

of your holy intercessions, God fellow-missionaries have granted me 

who are both kind and affectionate?  

 Father Herman, a lay monk who spent the rest of his life in and near Kodiak also wrote about juvenaly, reporting:    


The Americans (Alaska Natives) come very eagerly to be baptized; 

Just under 7,000 have accepted the Aleutian Islands; we were driven against our will unto one bay by unfavorable winds, and the Aleuts  

There caused us great amazement by their kindness to us in distress

and their willingness to be baptized. At the present time, Father 

Makary is setting out to preach and baptize on the Aleutian, Fox and Andreanoc islands, and soon after this, father Kenai bay (cook inlet)  

He will visit the Chugach and agegmiuts, the distinct kolosh and many other tribes, even as far as Chilkat…
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