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What I was trying to do  
 

The point was to turn fiction into fact. In considering how to tell the story of 

.ŜǊƛƴƎΩǎ First and Second Kamchatka Expeditions of the early 18th century, I had crossed 

Russia many times before I came to make this journey. But those previous journeys were 

in my imagination and in the words of others. Through the writings of generations of 

travellers I had ς or felt I had ς been there and done that. But it is never true. There is a 

kind of knowledge that comes only from doing it ς and, having done it, I can see gaps in 

what others have written about Vitus Bering and his explorations. Bering set out on an 

impossible journey in the cold winter of 1725. It took him three years and many struggles 

ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ YŀƳŎƘŀǘƪŀΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƘŜ {ǘ DŀōǊƛŜƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛƭŜŘ ƴƻǊǘƘΦ IŜ ΨŦŀƛƭŜŘΩ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ 

America and returned to an indifferent reception in St Petersburg. And then he did it all 

again. Altogether the two Kamchatka Expeditions occupied Bering for 16 years. I planned 

όL ǎŀȅ ΨǇƭŀƴƴŜŘΩ...) to do it in a couple of months.  

The journey was by the nature of things a little haphazard. I deliberately did not 

make bookings in 

advance and nor 

could I commit to 

meetings with 

colleagues and other 

contacts. The point 

ǿŀǎΣ ƛƴ .ŜǊƛƴƎΩǎ 

favourite saying, to 

become Ψa plaything 

for the windsΩ. And 

to see where it led 

and to understand, 

perhaps, some of 

the choices Bering 

and his expedition 

made.  And, having 

understood them, I wanted to write and talk about the several themes that emerge from 

ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅΣ Ŧŀƭƭ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǿƻ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΩΤ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎubstantial body of work regarding Bering and his expeditions, 

both in Russia and elsewhere. The genetic source of all this is the logs and official 

documents of the expeditions together with a number of eyewitness accounts by Steller, 

Waxell and others. I did not expect to add to this work, but I did think that making the 

journey ς as far as I know no one else has bothered ς would provide new and helpful 

ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ΨǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜΣ ŦƻǊ ǿŀƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘΣ 

philosophical. Most explorers of the great age of exploration are written about because 

they succeeded. Bering has the merit, in my eyes, of a more ambiguous record. History 

has deemed him to have failed on the first expedition (when he lived to tell the tale) and 

to have succeeded on the second (when he died, cold and in agony, on a remote island in 

the north Pacific). His two journeys become an allegory of the yearning human spirit and 

Bering's place in history?  
Lost in the jumble of the Naval Museum, St Petersburg 
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of what ¢Ŝƴƴȅǎƻƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǊ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ άpursue knowledge like a sinking star, / Beyond the 

ǳǘƳƻǎǘ ōƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΦέ  

By way of background:  
 

L ŦƛǊǎǘ ΨƳŜǘΩ ±ƛǘǳǎ .ŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ƻŦ нллнΦ ²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ 

Waldemar, a game ranger at Nalychevo Nature Reserve on the Kamchatka peninsula. I 

had gone there with a friend, to see ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǿƛƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ 

ǿƻǊŘǎΣ Ψǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜǎΩΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ YŀƳŎƘŀǘƪŀ ǘƘŀǘ .ŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳōŜǊ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ 

his ships, the St Peter and the St Paul. And it was in Kamchatka that he founded the city of 

Petropavlovsk. Some explorers name cities after their wives. Bering named it for his ships.  

Waldemar was one of the game rangers sent to greet us. Our helicopter ς even 

now there are no roads ς descended from 

a volcanic sky and nestled in a featherbed 

of blueberry bushes. The chopper had 

other places to go and the pilot kept the 

rotors spinning while we threw our bags to 

the ground and jumped after them. I 

stumbled and fell, and found myself 

looking at the scuffed boots of a tall man 

with a wide, soft smile. He pulled me to 

my feet.  

άL ŀƳ ²ŀƭŘŜƳŀǊΦ L ŀƳ ŦǊƻƳ 

.ŜƭŀǊǳǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƘƻǇǇŜǊ ōƭŀŘŜǎ ŘƛŜŘ ŀǿŀȅΦ άL ŀƳ ƴƻǘ 

wǳǎǎƛŀƴΦ !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΚέ 

άIƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŘƻΣέ L ǎŀƛŘΦ άaŜƴȅŀ 

ȊƻǾǳǘ {ŀǎƘŀΦέ aȅ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ {ŀƴŘȅ ς only I 

was trying to be cute and so I adopted the 

Russian diminutive for my real name, 

Alexander. But Waldemar had no time for 

such niceties.  

ά{ǳǊŜΣ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ ά9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ōƻȅ 

like you got Russian name? From where? 

You steal from drunk man, maybe? You hit 

ƘƛƳ ƻƴ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ Ƙƛǎ ƴŀƳŜΦ ²ƘŀǘΚ ¸ƻǳ Ǝƻǘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻƻΚέ 

I liked Waldemar, if only because he spoke English and brought us rhododendron 

ǎǘŜƳǎ όΨƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǊΩύ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭŘ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƻƴƛƻƴǎ όΨŘŜƭƛŎƛƻǳǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƎŀǊƭƛŎΦ ¸ƻǳ ǘǊȅΚΩύ ŀƴŘ 

told us about his time in the Russian merchant navy.  

ά{ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ YŀƳŎƘŀǘƪŀΚέ L ǎŀƛŘΣ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŎŀǇǇŜŘ ǾƻƭŎŀƴƻŜǎΦ 

ά²Ƙŀǘ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ȅƻǳ ƘŜǊŜΚέ 

άaŜΣ L Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜΣέ ǎŀƛŘ ²ŀƭŘŜƳŀǊΦ ά¢Ŝƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ L am in Russia! Ten years, but I 

ŀƳ ǇƻƻǊΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜΦ aȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀȅΣ Ψ¢Ŝƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǿŀȅΗ ²ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΚΩ ¢ƻ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜ L Ƴǳǎǘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ  

The monument to St Peter and St Paul gets a 
makeover, Petropavlovsk, August 2010 
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Bust of Stepan Krasheninnikov, an intelligent and 
brave man, Museum of Local History, Petropavlovsk 

άLΩƳ ǎƻǊǊȅΣέ L ǎŀƛŘΦ  

άtƭŜŀǎŜΣ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΣ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΦ Lǎ {ƛōŜǊƛŀΣ ƴƻΚ CƛǊǎǘ Ƴŀƴ Ƙere was just like me. 

IŜ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ ƴŀǾȅΦ !ƴŘ ƘŜ ŘƛŜ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

ά¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ŘƛŜŘΦέ 

άbƻǘ ȅŜǘΣέ ǎŀƛŘ ²ŀƭŘŜƳŀǊΦ IŜ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ .ŜƭŀǊǳǎΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ 

{ƭŀǾƛŎ ƎƭƻƻƳ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻǳƭΦ ά±ƛǘǳǎ .ŜǊƛƴƎΣέ ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΦ άLǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƳŀƴΣ .ŜǊƛƴƎ. Vitus Bering. 

Danish. He walk ten thousand kilometre. He build ship. He sail to America. He die. Is great 

ƳŀƴΦέ 

CƻǊ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ²ŀƭŘŜƳŀǊ ƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜǊƻΣ ±ƛǘǳǎ .ŜǊƛƴƎΦ .ǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜ 

later I started to read books and articles. There was Georg {ǘŜƭƭŜǊΩǎ History of Kamchatka. 

{ǘŜƭƭŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ŜǊƛƴƎΩǎ ǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ YŀƳŎƘŀǘƪŀ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ Iƛǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

is one of the earliest written records of the lives of native Kamchadals, Itelmen and 

Koriaks. There was Stepan 

YǊŀǎƘŜƴƛƴƴƛƪƻǾΩǎ Natural History of 

Kamchatka researched on the same 

voyage. There was a flurry of academic 

articles following the 1991 exhumation of 

.ŜǊƛƴƎΩǎ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŀǘ /ƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊ .ŀȅ ƛƴ .ŜǊƛƴƎ 

Island. There was a 1729 map of 

YŀƳŎƘŀǘƪŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ [ƛōǊŀǊȅ ΨŘǊŀǿƴ ǘƻ 

thŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ±ƛǘǳǎ .ŜǊƛƴƎΩΦ 

And later I returned to visit 

Kamchatka, this time in the company of my 

brother. The peninsula is nine hours and 

120 degrees of longitude ahead of 

Moscow. We took off in the afternoon, but 

soon plunged into the night. Below us 

Siberia slipped quietly by. Only the great 

rivers, the Ob, the Yenisei and the Lena, a 

ghostly silver in the moonlight, marked the 

passing hours. I started to tell my brother 

about Bering. How his instructions were to 

ƪŜŜǇ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƘŜ ƳŜǘ ΨǎƻƳŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 

ǇƻǿŜǊΩ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦ Iƻǿ ƘŜ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

continent. How the rivers were his highways. How he used to mark his position on land 

just as though he were sailing the very oceans themselves. My voice rising, I conjured up 

images of the endless taiga, of one heroic man following a distant star across the 

undulating land.  

And my brother, who knows me too well, raised an eyebrow.  

ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘΣ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳΚέ ƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘΦ  

ά²ŜƭƭΣ ƴƻΣ L ƳŜŀƴΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΧέ 

άJesus, LƴƎǊƛŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƪƛƭƭ ȅƻǳΦέ 

  

Stepan Krasheninnikov, a brave and thoughtful man 
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Who was Bering? 
 

A sailor, a Dane, a family man. A Captain-Commander in the service of the Russian 

Tsar. Reports as to his character vary, but all agree he was a good, kind and thoughtful 

ƳŀƴΦ ¢ƘŜ Řƻǳōǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎΩ ƻǊ ΨǊƻōǳǎǘΩ ƻǊ ΨŀƎƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜΩ to be 

the commander of such a large expedition. Certainly he was in the service of the greatest 

imperialist Russia ς or the world ς had known since the times of Ivan. But for himself? Did 

he care? Was he driven? On this, I would say, the jury of his biographers is out. Bering 

ǿŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ hǊŎǳǘǘ CǊƻǎǘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƘƛƳ ΨŘŜŎŜƴǘΩΦ {ǘŜƭƭŜǊ ǎŀȅǎ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ΨƪƛƴŘƭȅΩΦ aǳǊǇƘȅ ǎŀȅǎ 

ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ΨƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘŜΩΦ YǳǎƘƴŀǊŜǾ ǎŀȅǎ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ΨǿŜŀƪΩΦ Perhaps he was all of 

these things. No records exist to explain why Bering took the job. A few months before he 

had resigned from the Navy. Now, suddenly, he took command of the greatest expedition 

ever mounted? Why? What drove him?  

The suspicion is that it was his wife, 

Anna, whose letters, according to Frost, 

ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ άŀǊǘŦǳƭƭȅ ŘƻƳƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

the family sphere and cleverly insinuating 

and flattering in the wider world of favour 

ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊƳŜƴǘΦέ Lǘ ǿŀǎ !ƴƴŀ ǿƘƻ 

resented his early retirement. It was Anna 

who sent him back to St Petersburg to 

apply to rejoin the navy. It was Anna who, 

when he got the Siberian expedition, said 

ΨǘŀƪŜ ƛǘΩΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ !ƴƴŀ ǿƘƻΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ 

failed the first time, sent him back to do it 

all over again.  

But it was Peter the Great who 

commissioned him, at least the first time. 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ŀŎǘΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ ƭŀȅ ƻƴ 

his deathbed, to sign the order setting in 

motion the greatest voyage of exploration 

in human history.  

The orders Peter the Great signed on 

his deathbed in January 1725 downplayed the difficulties somewhat:  

мΦ ά¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ōƻŀǘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜŎƪǎΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ YŀƳŎƘŀǘƪŀ ƻǊ some 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΦέ 

Which was all very well, except Kamchatka (or some other place) was the other 

side of 6,000 miles of the least hospitable land on earth. There were no roads, no food 

and no maps. Such settlements as existed were occupied by recalcitrant Cossacks, surly 

trappers and downright hostile natives.   

нΦ ά¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƛƴ ōƻŀǘǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ όǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿƴύ ƛǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀƴŘ ώƛǎϐ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦέ 

Which was a polite way ƻŦ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ΨŎŀƭƭ ǳǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪΩΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪΦ  

оΦ ά¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ wǳǎǎƛŀ ƛǎ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΧέ 

Bering's ships, the St Peter and the St Paul, sailing 
from Avacha Bay, 

Petropavlovsk Museum of Local History 
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But to search is not necessarily to find. Bering had to go back a second time before 

ƘŜ ΨŦƻǳƴŘΩ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦ  άIƛǎǘƻǊȅΣέ ǎŀȅǎ hǊŎǳǘǘ CǊƻǎǘΣ άƘŀǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ƪƛƴŘ ǘƻ ±ƛǘǳǎ WƻƴƴŀǎǎŜƴ 

.ŜǊƛƴƎΦέ IŜΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǾŜǊȅ ƪƛƴŘ ǘƻ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ Iƛǎ ǘǿƻ ǾƻȅŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊ 

eastern shores of Russia set in motion one of the great narratives of the modern world. 

IŜ ΨŦƻǳƴŘΣ ƳŀǇǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜƴŜŘΩ Alaska for trade. He made it possible for the Tsars (and 

ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘǎύ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ƳŀǎǎΦ IŜ ǘƻƻƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ 

scientists whose works are quoted to this day. Because of him the other European (and 

therefore world) powers took an interest in the northern Pacific. Spain, Britain and France 

all sponsored voyages of exploration from California to what had become the Bering 

{ǘǊŀƛǘǎΦ !ǎ CǊƻǎǘ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ /ƻƭǳƳōǳǎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴΣ .ŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ 

!ƭŀǎƪŀΦέ 

How I arranged  my travel  
 

This should be a short paragraph. Mostly I read books and learned Russian. The 

point of the travel was to go and see what I found ς which is what Bering did ς and to 

make arrangements as I went. 

.ŜǊƛƴƎ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜŘ ΨƘŜŀǾȅΩΦ  He 

ǘƻƻƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ άǎƛȄǘȅ ƎƻƻŘ 

carpenters, seven blacksmiths, 

two coopers, a turner, a stove-

ǎŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƻƻƭǎΦέ 

hundreds of men, cattle, 

instruments, anchors, 

weapons, sails and the 

wherewithal to build many 

ships, rafts and barges. He left 

behind a wife, two sons and a 

mortgage.  

I had only a fishing rod 

and a couple of changes of clothing, and, of course, a generous grant from the WCMT. 

The final project will involve some scholarship, but I was not overly exercised about 

setting up meetings and so on. Most of the people in this field would be on holiday when I 

was travelling and in any case I could correspond with them at other times. I wanted to 

focus on the travel. This journey was to retrace a route that Bering used ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

know better and which few would choose to repeat. Essentially he travelled by river 

(because it was easier to transport his enormous amount of equipment by boat) and he 

travelled too far north. Today the trans-Siberian railway lies between a sensible 50 and 55 

degrees north. Bering travelled mostly at about 60 degrees north. He used 6 great rivers, 

but with the coming of the railways, they have fallen mostly into disuse. The question 

was, could I still do it? And what would I learn?  

  

Sunset on the river Ob; commercial traffic is usually flatbed barges 
pushed (rather than towed) by tugs 
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The route  
 

It is easiest to list first the towns and then the rivers. Bering did the journey twice 

and he used the same route. It was the rivers that dictated where he went. So first the 

towns: St Petersburg, Perm, Yekaterinburg, Tyumen, Tobolsk, Xanti-Masiisk, Surgut, 

Tomsk. Then Yeniseisk, and Ust-Ilimsk. From there to Ust-Kut and down the Lena to 

Yakutsk. Thence to Ust-aŀȅŀ όΨ¦ǎǘΩ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǊƛǾŜǊ ƳƻǳǘƘύ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜŀŎƘŜǊƻǳǎ 

mountains to Okhotsk. Okhotsk to Bolsheretsk on the Kamchatka Peninsula and from 

there out iƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜ ōƭǳŜ ǎŜŀΦ LǘΩǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŀǎ ŀ 

ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊƛǾŜǊ ǘǊƛǇǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ .ŜǊƛƴƎΩǎ ƳŜƴ ōǳƛƭǘ ƴŜǿ ōƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōŀǊƎŜǎΣ 

sufficient to carry thousands of men and cattle, and many, many tons of equipment and 

provisionǎΦ ²Ŝǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Ǌŀƭǎ ǎƻƳŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƛƴǘŜǊ ǊƻǳǘŜΩ ǘƻ tŜǊƳ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅond. Others 

travelled some of the way on the Volga. Beyond the Urals they first took to the rivers at 

Tyumen, sailing down the Tura ǘƻ ¢ƻōƻƭǎƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ƻŦ {ƛōŜǊƛŀΦ CǊƻƳ 

Tobolsk the LǊǘǳǎƘ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ {ƛōŜǊƛŀΩǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǊƛǾŜǊǎΦ 

The Ob runs for thousands of miles. They stayed with it as far as the Ket, sailing upstream 

and then turned east again towards Ust-Ilimsk. And, finally they made it to the true 

Siberian highway, 

the Lena River. This 

took them to 

Yakutsk and on to 

the confluence with 

the Aldan. They 

pressed east into 

ever more hostile 

landscapes, and 

reached the coast 

at Okhotsk, where 

they built new 

boats and sailed first to Kamchatka and then out into the Pacific.  

It took years. Bering first left St Petersburg in February 1725. He returned in 1730 

to a mixed reception. The second Kamchatka Expedition began in 1732, but Bering did 

not, finally, set sail for America until the summer of 1741. A few months later he died of 

scurvy on what is now Commander Island east of Kamchatka. Nearly half a century later 

(and with the benefits of lime juice) Captain Cook sailed the same waters. It was he who 

ŘǳōōŜŘ .ŜǊƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ /ƻƭǳƳōǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ thus ensured his place in history.  

²ƘƛŎƘ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ΨǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΦ  ²Ŝ ŀƭƭ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǘƭŜǎǎ ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƳ ς and 

because of Bering ς ǘƘŀǘ ΨwǳǎǎƛŀΩΣ ƻƴŎŜ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ƭŀƴŘƭƻŎƪŜŘ Ǉrincipality, became the 

biggest country in the world. Today it covers ƻƴŜ ǎƛȄǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΦ L Řƻ ƴƻǘ 

need to rehearse the history of the 20th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ƘŜǊŜΦ {ǳŦŦƛŎŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ 

instructions to Bering included a felicitous phrase: ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ άǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǿŜ 

ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀέΦ Lǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻŘŀȅ ŀǎ ƛǘ 

was in 1725 ŀƴŘ L ǿŀǎ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ Ƙƻǿ wǳǎǎƛŀƴǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦ !ǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ΨǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

ƛǘΩΚ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΚ  

Map of Bering's journey 1728 - 1728, now in the James Ford Bell Library, 
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis 


