








The following year, navigators Is-
mailov and Bocharov set sail with five
metal plates, each marked with a cross
and the words “Russian Territory”
(Sheliknov 1981:84), which were to
be buried at different locations along
the coast.

Ismailov and Bocharov mapped each
burial site, and went to great effort to
keep the locations hidden from their
crew and local Natives. Their original
orders stated that each burial site was
to be marked with a double-headed
eagle crest, but since metal of any
kind was in great demand among the
Natives, this was deemed impractical.
Surrendering to the inevitable, they
simply presented the crests directly to
Native leaders as gifts.

Secrecy was of utmost importance to
prevent a rival empire from the tan-
gible proof of Russia’s claims. In 1802,
when the locations of the secret plates
were published without permission,
Aleksandr Baranov was instructed to
move the original plates as soon as
possible, and to stealthily plant ad-
ditional ones. The Russians probably
continued depositing plates along the
coast, from Alaska to California, until
atleast 1811.

Russia’s claim to Alaska endured over
time but its claims to lands further
south did not prevail; Great Britain
and the United States maintained a
grip on these territories, and even-
tually won title, beginning in 1824.
When Alaska was sold to the United
States in 1867, Russia’s possession
plates, having served their purpose,
remained buried and forgotten. Many
decades passed before any of the
plates gave up their secret vigil.

Figure 4. Sketch of a double-headed eagle crest by Tomds de Suria, ca. 1791, presumably at Port
Mulgrave (near Yakutat Bay) Alaska. The crest, possibly left by Ismailov and Bocharov, was displayed
to deSuria of the Spanish expedition led by Alejandro Malaspina. Courtesy Yale Collection of Western
Americana, Beinecke Library.

Figure 5. Found during the excavation of a Klickitat Indian burial in Oregon, this crest was probably
traded inland from a coastal tribe. Smithsonian Institution, catalogue number 420307.
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The History and Symbolism of the Double-Headed Eagle

BY GARY CANDELARIA

While Russian explorers
used the double-headed
eagle as a symbol of the
Russian imperial crown,
it originally served as
the crest of the emperor
of the Eastern Roman
Empire, perhaps in-
spired by the eagle stan-
dards carried by Roman
legions. The eagle with
one head facing west,
the other east, gives im-
age to the dual nature
of Imperial Rome in its
latter years: co-equal
emperors, one residing
in Rome, the other in
Constantinople.

With the fall of Rome, T I‘“h..wi“hd
the double-headed eagle 4

took on new meaning.

The left (westward-fac-

ing) head now symbol-

ized the fallen western

other” The eagle’s breast
usually has a shield on it,
depicting St. George, pa-
tron saint of Moscow and
Russia (eight to ten other
shields were later placed
on the wings as the Rus-
sian Empire absorbed other
empires and kingdoms). An
orb, symbolizing the divine
right of kings, and a scepter,
representing royal power,
are usually shown gripped
by the eagle’s talons. In its
complete form, the symbol
was intricate and detailed.

The double-headed eagle
eventually became recog-

nized around the world as

il c 1
idlogy >
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‘I the symbol of the tsars.
Ivan was first to call himself
“Tsar,” a Slavic translation
of the ancient term “Cae-
sar,” for “ruler” The title
and the symbol passed

empire, while the right Figure 3. In its complete form, the double-headed eagle is an elaborate symbol of down through three hun-
(eastward-looking) head  the Russian empire and the kingdoms it contained. Illustration by Keith Hoofnagle, dred years of the Romanov

represented the surviv- ~ courtesy National Park Service.

ing Eastern Roman Em-

pire, renamed Byzantium. After the fall of Constantinople in
1453, the symbol emerged in Russia following the marriage of
Ivan III, ruler of Moscow, to the niece of the last Byzantine em-
peror in 1472. Ivan proclaimed himself heir to the Byzantine
throne, and adopted the appropriate trappings and symbols.
Thus, the double-headed eagle was added to his heraldry, and
came to be the dominant symbol of the Tsar of Moscow.

In its Russian resurrection, the double-headed eagle was embel-
lished and given new meaning. Imperial crowns were added to
each head, with a third crown suspended in between, symbol-
izing the rise of Moscow as the “Third Rome.” The saying was,
“Two Romes have fallen, Moscow is the third, there will be no

dynasty, to finally fall with

the Bolshevik Revolution in
1917. The hammer and sickle of the Communist Party replaced
the double-headed eagle, a hated symbol of the overthrown auto-
cratic tsarist system. Recently, the double-headed eagle has made
a comeback in the former Soviet Union as an historical symbol.
As the country moves into a new age, the double-headed eagle
has arisen as a respected reminder of the nation’s distant origins,
and as a link with the centuries, rulers, struggles, miseries, glo-
ries, and peoples of ancient Rome, vanished Byzantium, and his-
toric Mother Russia.
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In the mid-1930s, the Civilian Conservation Corps, when
excavating the site of Russia’s first settlement at Sitka,
uncovered a possession plate at the depth of twenty-four
inches, sandwiched between four specially-made bricks
and topped with a flat stone (figure 6). The plate is made of
iron, affixed with a cross and a strip of Cyrillic lettering that
reads “Country in Possession of Russia.” A separate strip
of metal reads “No. 12”"—according to Russian documents,
Aleksandr Baranov was issued this plate in 1790, and prob-
ably buried it during his first reconnaissance of the Sitka
area in 1795. In extremely fragile condition, this is the only
numbered plate known to exist today. The plate remains in
Sitka in the care of the National Park Service.

Other plates may still be buried along the coast. In 1971,
historians Richard Pierce and Alexander Doll attempted to
locate the plates deposited by Izmailov and Bocharov, using
original maps and written descriptions of the burial sites.
Another expedition in 1993, led by Russian navigator and
historian Leonid Lysenko of Vladivostok, tried to find a
plate originally buried at Nanwalek, Alaska. Neither efforts
were successful in locating any evidence of the plates.

Since the written details were vague to begin with, and the
landscape has changed significantly during the past two
hundred years, locating any more of the original plates will
be difficult. To complicate matters further, if Baranov had
indeed relocated the plates as ordered, following the pub-
lication of the Izmailov and Bocharov journals, the plates
would no longer be at their original locations.

With the burial sites now lost, it might only be through ac-
cident that additional plates come to light. Wave action,
landslides, and corrosion pose bleak prospects for their
survival. With the realization that further discoveries are
unlikely, the historical value of the few surviving originals
is extremely high.

Double-headed eagle crests and metal plates once delineat-
ed the extent of Russia’s claim to the Pacific coast of North
America. Effective control of the land, and profitable ex-
ploitation of Russian America, were impossible to achieve
in the long run, given the tremendous obstacles involved in
establishing successful settlements and industries on the
isolated Pacific coast. Today, they symbolize the Russians’
dream of colonial expansion and profit in the New World.

SN

Figure 6. Possession plate number 12 was excavated at the site of the first Russian settlement in the Sitka area. Sitka National Historical Park, catalogue number

SITK 1650, photograph courtesy National Park Service.
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Russian Mystery in California

In 1960, this mysterious, unnumbered plate was found on Coro-
nado Island in California. Cast of pewter, it was unearthed by
W.G. Chapple in his backyard near San Diego, and it depicts the
double-headed eagle. Completely devoid of lettering, the date and
purpose of the plate is unknown. While the style of the double-
headed eagle may be of 1850s vintage, references to unnumbered
plates can be found in Russian documents dated much earlier.

Authentication and further research on this enigmatic artifact
is stymied—the owner, and the plate, cannot be located. Fortu-
nately, a casting of the plate was made while it was on temporary
loan to the Junipero Serra Museum in San Diego, California.

Figure 7. Casting of a plate found in California. The original was made of
pewter and may represent another type of Russian possession plate.
Photograph courtesy of the San Diego Historical Society.

MARY FOSTER former docent for the Alaska State Museum.
GARY CANDELARIA, former chief ranger at Sitka National Historical Park.
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