

















Beginnings of Orthodoxy in America:

St Herman's Later Life: an Eye-witness Account

With u spiritual view to the coming /)1( entennial celebrations in 1994 of the arrival of the Sirst Orthodox missionaries
(o Aluska, we continue with the lust in a series of documents reluted to this foundational event in North American
Orthodox history. We thank the monks of St Herman of Aluska Brotherhood in Platina, CA for granting permission (o
print these translations which were first published by them in 1984 (The Orthodox Word, Vol.20,n0.6). The lust
document is the recently discovered account of St Herman's life on New Valaam during the latter part of his life i
was writien by an evewitness, K. 1. Khlebnikov:

..And s0, from the entire Mission there remained one monk, Fr Herman, and it was this monk who was the
most worthy member of the Mission. He stood from all the others by his piety and by his good mind, and was actually
the one who governed the Mission, being a simple monk. It is a pity that he could not keep his co-brothers on the path
of piety. Being of a fiery nature, he could not tolerate the insults and persecution which the other members of the
Mission frequently had to endure from the authorities. He would become heatedly involved for the rights of the local
natives (which were being violated by the agitation, crudeness and immorality of the explorers and authorities). and
thereby became the victim of many malicious animosities. However, it was he alone, out of everybody, who was able
to withstand all these things, and who can now serve as an example of diligence, piety and strict morality.

This respectable man belongs to the ranks ot outstanding people. A native of the Voronzh region, from rather
poor peasant stock but ot a family of sufficient means, he was increasingly drawn inwardly to another type of life. At
seventeen years of age, he secretly left home and became a monk in a neighbouring monastery in Sarov. Being drawn
by an unquenchable passion towards seclusion and absolute detachment from people, he at first made two attempts to
flee. Once he even went as far as Astrakhan in order to cross the border into Persia, but he was subsequently returned
to the monastery. Having persuaded three brothers to go with him, he left again, this time with permission to found a
new monastery on the island of Valaam in Lake Ladoga (for it seemed to him that it was much too noisy in his old
monastery). He was an active co-labourer in this cause until he finally decided to go to America, answering the first

call for aspuants

When the Mission was almost dissolved in Kodiak, and he alone remained out of everyone, he secluded
himself on Spruce Island where, in a hut in the denseness of the forest, he lived as a recluse in complete solitude. He
occupied himself by growing a vegetable garden, and he diligently planted potatoes, cultivating rows of them by
himself. He taught and instructed both Aleuts and Russians. Since he did not know the Aleut language, however, it
seems that his speeches did not make an impression on the Aleuts.

One Aleut woman, the wife of a Russian explorer, came once to Herman’s hut wanting to find out from any
man who came from Nushag,oka about her husband, who happened to have been sent there. She heard a small sermon
from Herman, since it was his habit not to let anyone leave without first having heard several words about religion.
His words deeply entered into her imagination. She was of loose behaviour, and for the first time experienced the
reproach of her conscience. After returning home, she found her former life to be unbearable and she soon went again
to Herman, declaring her determination to faithfully stay with him and work out her salvation. Herman was already
old (sixty years of age) at this time. Having overcome his initial apprehension at this unexpected event, and having
made peace with the thought that in his old age he would live near this woman, he accepted her and eventually settled
her in a special little house on the seashore. The woman, whose name was Sophia, learned how to read and write
Russian in one year and came to speak Russian well. Soon, several orphan girls of Aleut and Creole extraction joined
Sophia. Under the supervision of Herman, she became the superior, while at the same time increasing the land under
cultivation, acquiring skill in handicrafts, and instilling in the orphans the habit and love of labour. In 1831 I observed
their agricultural work in a blossoming state. The orphan girls, healthy and apparently joytul, showed that they were
happy with their lives. Seeing this, I ordered the government office to subsidize Herman by building for him a chapel
and rendering any other needed assistance. This request was carried out, and his place was called New Valaam. In
1834 Sophia had five girls (two left by themselves, having violated the celibacy that was expected of them there). Five
families moved in and settled not tar from them and, receiving sustenance from Valaam, would render help. On
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