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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Sitka Spruce forestation site on Amaknak Island was naturally void 
of trees. The western limit of natural conifer trees occurs about 540 
miles northeast of Unalaska Island on the Alaska Peninsula; the eastern 
limit about 1500 miles west in the Kamchatka Peninsula in the U.S.S.R.

Climatic conditions on the Aleutian Islands are unfavorable for tree 
growth, although forestry studies have concluded that conifer forests 
are slowly advancing from both the east and west towards the island 
chain. Dutch Harbor in Unalaska Bay, within two miles of the Sitka 
Spruce Plantation, receives an average rainfall of 58.61 inches, has 
an average temperature of 40.4, 49.6 during the summer months, and 
witnesses an average of 243 cloudy days a year. Improper soil and ex 
cessive winds further hinder possibilities for natural tree growth.

The plantation site is in the west central portion of Amaknak Island, 
next to a small pond that was partially filled with gravel by the military 
stationed at Unalaska during World War II, and about 100 yards from a 
road that begins at Unalaska Bay. Evidently, the fill backed up water 
that might have caused the death of four of the ten trees reported 
standing in 1958.

The number of trees originally planted is not available. In 1834, 
Veniaminov was the first source to cite the number of trees, 24, 
standing. Thirteen trees remained in 1943, and in 1958, ten. As of 
July, 1975, six trees were still standing at the plantation site, 
measuring 21 inches in diameter and averaging 44 feet in height. New 
Sitka spruce trees are growing in the vicinity of the trees from the 
1805 planting. Since 1920, the United States Government has sponsored 
a number of tree planting projects along the Aleutian Island chain. 
Of all the trees planted on the Aleutian Islands before 1940, only 100, 
all in the vicinity of Unalaska, have survived. Trees planted since 
1940 have received more attention and in a number of areas along the 
Aleutain chain are thriving.
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Significance

The planting of Sitka Spruce in 1805 on the naturally treeless Aleutian 
Island of Amaknak is the oldest recorded afforestation project on the 
North American continent. The project reflects Russian interest in 
developing the Aleutian Islands and making them, as well as all Russian 
America, more self-sufficient. A unique record of men's efforts to 
alter the natural setting, the trees are dwarfed in size and gnarled 
in appearance to survive in the hostile environment. Originally next 
to a pond in an uninhabited area, today the trees are visible from a 
road through the region and close to a housing project for the natives 
on the island. The trees divide unsurveyed land to the west that is filed 
for by the Aleut Corporation, and land to the east where a surface 
patent was given to theQunalashkaNative Corporation on September 12, 
1975.

Historical Background

The first written comment about the absence of trees on the Aleutian 
Islands was made in 1741 by Georg Wilhelm Steller, the natural scientist 
with the Bering Expedition. In subsequent years other travellers along 
the Aleutian Islands including Gregorii Shelikhov, Joseph Billings, and 
G. H. von Langsdorff also noted the lack of forestation.

Reportedly, the planting of spruce trees was ordered by Imperial 
Chamberlain Nikolai Petrovich Rezanov in 1805. How many two to three 
year old seedlings were shipped from Sitka and planted on Amaknak Island 
is not known. About ten years later the first extant description of the 
plantation was recorded by Adelbert von Chamisso, the naturalist with 
the Otto von Kotsibue Expedition, 1815-1818. Chamisso noted that most 
of the trees had perished, and the remaining young trees were barely 
surviving.

The first to date the tree planting project was the famous Russian Orthodox 
churchman, Bishop Ivan Veniaminov, while a missionary priest assigned to 
Unalaska. In his journal Veniaminov commented on his visit in 1834 and 
located the plantation next to a small lake. Noting slow and uneven 
rates of growth among the 24 remaining trees, Veniaminov recorded that
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several trees were over seven feet high with a base circumference of 
18 inches of 5 1/2 inches in diameter. A man of action, Veniaminov 
sent a request to Russia that cultivation of the plantation trees be 
undertaken and additional trees planted. As a result, around 1835 a 
second tree planting attempt was conducted on Expedition Island about a 
mile south of the plantation, supported, if not carried out by Veniaminov.

In 1841, an article entitled "On Sowing and Planting trees on Unalaska 
Island" was published anonymously in a Russian forestry journal. Beginning 
with this article some confusion between the two plantings and possibly 
others, is encountered among reports about spruce trees in the vicinity 
of Unalaska.

The first professional report about the spruce plantation was prepared 
by Bernhard Fernhow, a forester, who visited Unalaska as a member of 
the Harriman Alaska Expedition in 1899. Two groups of trees were observed, 
one of twelve trees, the other of seven. The largest tree measured 24 
inches in diameter and stood an estimated 30 feet. Since then, reports 
on the plantation trees have been for professional records. The six 
remaining trees represent the early interest in altering the environment 
by planting trees in a hostile environment, and not only should be pre 
served but also should be recognized.
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