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" The Survivor Camp and Wreck Site of the Russian-American Co
Ship Neva (1800-1813), a British Built Frigate in Russian Alaska
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Historical Background

T he RussiarAmerican Company (RAC) ship Neva

wasoneof themosthistoricallyimportantvesselsalong
the North Pacific coastof North America during the
early 19" century The 372ton frigate waslaunchedas
the Thamedan 1800at the King and Queenshipyardin
Rotherhithe London PeterMestaey alreadyknown for
building shipsfor the Eastindia Companyand British
Navy, constructedthe vessel for Robert Taylor of
CrutchedFriar, London

Whensurveyedoy Lloyds in August1800(1801-1802

Entry #289), the vesselwas describedas built of first

class materials, shiprigged, single deck with beams
(later describedas having two decks), 372 tons, and
Initially unsheathedOther detalls are providedin the
Registry of Shipping, London Foreign Trade for

Februaryl802 Therethe vesselis describedashaving
threemastsandtwo decks,anextremelengthof 110ft.

6 In., an extremebreadthof 28 ft., a height between
decksof 5 ft. 8 in., weighing 372 1/94 burdentons, a

sqguaresternedship with flush deckandquarterbadges,
no gallery,anda carved&nad(knee?)British National
ArchivesBT 107/13: 217-218).

An image of theNevaat the Kodiak settlement
during the winter of 18041805 (isianski 1814:192193).

After a short careerin British commercialservice,the
Thameswas purchasedby Russiain May 1803 and
renamed\Neva AnotherBritish ship (Leander/ renamed
Nedezhdpwas purchasedt the sametime. Underthe
overall commandof Admiral Adam JohannRitter von
Krusensternand Court ChamberlainNikolai Rezanoy
the two ships participatedin Ru s sfirsh@1s o the d
world voyage(18031809. Krusensternook command
of the Nedezhdandassigneccommandof the Nevato
Captain Urey (Yuri) Lisiansky In 1804 the Neva
becamethe first Russianship to call in Hawalii, and
later that year playedan instrumentalrole in the Battle
of Sitka betweenthe RussiansandKiks.adi Clan of the
Sitka Tlingit Indians Withdrawalof the Tlingit allowed
the Russians to re-establish the New Archangel
settlement(Sitka, Alaska), which servedasthe capitol
of RussianAmerica from 18081867 After returning
from her6 r o theéwbrld voyagein August1806 the
Nevawasin the serviceof the RAC until shewrecked
nearSitkain Januaryl813

Line drawing of the Nevaby Urey Lisianski while in Kodiak during 18041805 It was
extracted from a larger imagein /LV LD QVKILBY VThe original is in the Russian
Naval Archives, St. Petersburg,Russia(No. 0870 001 02622 0035.

More Information

Neva Project Information, Sitka Historical Society
http://sitkahistory.com/?s=neva

Neva bibliography / downloadable articles
http://mcmahanconsulting.com/home/ndaraliography

E-mail Dave McMahan at ugruk@hotmail.com
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The Final Voyage

In August 1812 the Nevaset sall from the Siberian

port of Okhotskwith suppliesandpassengersoundfor
New Archangel(Sitka, Alaska) Amongthe passengers
was Tertii StepanovichBornovolokoy who was to
replace Alexander Baranov as Chief Managerof the
RAC. With a late startandrigging damagedyy storms
early in the journey, the ship was plaguedfrom the
beginning We know that, after more thanfour months
at sea,the doomedvesselran agroundoff the outer
coastof Kruzof Island, Alaska in early Januaryl1813
while sailing the last leg of the journeyin fog. All
attemptsto save the ship failed and she eventually
brokeaparton the rocks,leaving 26 survivorsto await
rescueon a harshAlaskanshoreline Thirty-two diedin
the wreck, and 15 others died during the voyage
Bornovolokov was amongthose who perishedin the
wreck In early February, 1813 the survivors were
discoveredand takento Sitka Despiteinitial salvage
efforts, the location of the wreck site was eventually
lost to time. Giventherocky high energyshoreline the
vesselwould have broken apart leaving behind only
heavyitemssuchascannonsandheavyhardware

The wreck of theNevaby Russian artist GermanNexnaikin, oil on canvas (1991).
Image courtesy of the family of Dr. Robert White. High basaltic cliffs are punctuated
by a small pocket beach that allowed some to survive.

The Discovery

David McMahan,former Alaska State Archaeologist,

organizecdan exploratorysearchfor the Nevawrecksite

In June 2012 reasoning that the best chance of

discoverywould be through archaeologicakurvey of

the tidelands and adjacentuplandsin the predicted
wreck area Also participatingin the searchwere Jay
Kinsman(US ForestService)andBob Medinger(Sitka
Historical Society) The team reviewed published
survivor accounts, interviewed Sitka residents,
examinedsatellite images, collected data on historic
tides and rates of geologic uplift, and conducted
overflights to identify a searcharea A survey of the

beachat low tide wasunproductive so a metaldetector
surveywasconductedn an uplandterracepredictedto

be an optimal location for a survival camp Therethe
teamdiscoveredwo buried cachesof stackedRussian
axes Other metaltargetswere also identified but were
left undisturbed pending the development of a

comprehensiveresearchdesign In August 2013 a

nearshoranarinemagnetometesurveywasconducted
Because the survey area is near the extinct Mt

Edgecumberolcano,a steepmagneticgradient(caused
by iron-rich lava and pyroclastic flows) maskedany
anomaliesthat might be causedby artifacts A single
scubadive revealedlimited visibility of the seafloor

dueto thick kelp andeelgrass

Scan for 3D Overflight

Archaeological Investigations

An International team of American, Canadianand

Russianscientists,with funding from the U.S. National
ScienceFoundationconductednvestigationsat the site
during the summersof 2015 and 2016 This included
block excavationsand metal detector survey in the
survivor camp area,coupledwith side scansonarand
scubasurveysoffshore
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Recoveredearly 19" centuryartifactsincludedFrench
gunflints, a brass buckle, reworked sheet copper,
copperandiron nails, musket/pistoballs, 20 Russian
axes,the leg from a brassnauticaldivider, a tobacco
pipe stem,andfaunalremains Surveyof a smallcove
north of the survivor camp, and in the estimated
trajectoryof wreck debris,revealeda stackof copper
sheathing,anothercacheof Russianaxes,iron shot,
Iron bar stock, and a pair of trunnion capsfrom a

cannon carriage These items suggest caching
behavior in the aftermathof the wreck, either by

survivorsor salvors
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Trunnion caps from a cannon carriage (L) and a pair of associated Russian axes (R).

Nearthe closeof 2016 excavationsthe outline of a

grave was discoveredat the northern edge of the

survivor camp The rectangularwood stain was
orientedeastwest and was outlined by mismatched
wroughtiron nails from thewreck As a conditionof

permitting, the grave was only excavatedto the

extent necessaryto see the organic stain that
coincided with the top of the coffin. It was then

backfilled without further disturbance Survivor

accountsmentionthe recoveryof two intact bodies,
and mention only Bornovolokov with regard to

burial We may neverknow the true identity of the

lost sallor.

Scan for details / 3D
The Grave of a Sailor

Conclusions

Despiteclosegeographicpultural, andhistoricallinks

betweenRussiaand Alaska,therehavebeenrelatively
few collaborativestudiesin historicalarchaeologyThe
Neva Project broadensour knowledge of colonial
Russian America and of shipwreck survival in the
subarctic winter. After almost a month in a harsh
onshoreenvironment,the 26 survivors were able to
craft basicsurvival tools and forageuntil their rescue
This projecthasreplacedsomeof thefi | mfrtlees e a 0
surroundinghe Nevawith scientificoutcomes
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