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In the Footsteps of Vitus Bering

What | was trying to do

The point was to turn fiction into factn considering how to tell the story of
. S NARjf<A 4hd Second Kamchatka Expeditions of the eaflyc#8tury, | had crossed
Russiananytimes beforel came to make this journey. Btltose previousjourneys were
in my imagination andn the words of others. Through the writings of generations of
travellers | had; or felt | hadg been there and done that. But it is never trudnefe is a
kind of knowledge that comes only from doing;iand, having done it, can see gaps in
what others have written abouYitus Bering and his exploration8ering set out on an
impossible journey in the cold winter of 1725. It took him three years andynstmiggles
G2 NBIFOK YIYOKIFG1lFrd ¢KSNB KS odaAafid G4KS {
America and returned to an indifferent reception in Sté?sburg. And then he did it all
again. Altogether the two Kamchatka Expeditions occupied Bering for 16 ye@taaned
OL al & .)ddbitiya/cBuRl@of months.

The journey wady the nature of things a little haphazard. | deliberately dat
make bookings in
advance and nor
could | commit to
meetings with
colleagues and other
contacts. The point
gl az AY
favourite saying, to
become ¥ plaything
for the wind€2 And
to see where it led
and to understand,
perhaps, some of
the choices Bering
and his expedition Bering's place in history?
made. And, having Lost in the jumble of the Naval Museum, St Petersburg
understood them, | wanted to write and talk about the several themes that emerge from
I &dddzRé 2F G(KS SELSRAGAZYD® ¢KSasSs L g2dAf R &
2F GKS YL (0 &stanfal badik & M@k rdgarding Beding and his expeditions,
both in Russia and elsewher&he 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 othersl did not expect toadd to this work but | did think that making the
journey ¢ as far as | know no one else has bothegedould provide new and helpful
AyaArakia Ayid2 WegKFG KFLIWSYSRQO® ¢tKS aSO2yR
philosophical. Mst explorers of the great age of exploration are written about because
they succeeded. Bering has the merit, in my eydsa more ambiguous record. History
has deemed him to have failed on the first expedition (when he lived to tell the tale) and
to havesucceeded 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
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ofwhat¢ Syyeazy OF f fpBue Rndsigdge fika 4 ShKng 8tar, / Beydne
dziY2&aid 062dzyR 2F KdzYly GK2dzaAK0G Pé

By way of background:

L FANRG WYSOHQ +#Alddza . SNAy3I Ay GKS f1GS
Waldemar, a game ranger at Nalychevo Nature Reserve on the Kamchatka peninsula. |
had gone there with a friend, tose&ey S 2 F GKS $2NX RQ&a flFad 3INBI
g2NRax Wiz fAadSy G2 Aida aAirftSyOoSaQoe LG ¢l &
his ships, the St Peter and the St Paul. And it was in Kamchatka that he founded the city of
PetropavlovskSome explorers name cities after their wives. Bering named it for his ships.
Waldemar was one of the game rangers sent to greet us. Our helicqpgen
now there are no roadg descended from
a volcanic sky and nestled in a featherbed
of blueberry bshes. 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. |
stumbled and fell, and found myself
looking at the scuffed boots of a tall man
with a wide, soft smile. He pulleche to
my feet.
alL Y 2 f RSYIl NI L I
. St} NHza = ¢ KS alFAR & (@K
OK2LJIIJSN) o6fFRSa RASR |
wdzadAly® | yR &2dz 9y 3f A
Gl 2¢ R2 @&2dz R2zZé¢ L
I 20dzi {I aKlI ®¢ aeayyl YS
was trying to be cute and so | adopted the
Russian diminutive for my real name,
Alexander. But Waldemar had no time for
R x” \L‘\ = such niceties. R .
The monument to St Peter and St Paul gets a af{ dzZNB>X 9y 3IftAaKzZe KS at
makeover, Petropaviovsk, August 2010 like yougot Russian name? From where?

You steal from drunk man, maybe? You hit
KAY 2y KSFR YR GF1S KA& YIYSdP 2KIFEGK | 2dz 32
| liked Waldemar, if only because he spoke English and brought us rhododendron
A08Ya 6w3I22R F2N) (REGAZNDSORRSE ¥BA Bded R BALINS
told us about his time in the Russian merchant navy.
{2 UGKA&a A& YIFIYOKFIG1lFrKE L alFART f221Ay13
G2 KIG OoONARy3Ia &2dz KSNBKE
daS> L Olyy2i 32 K2YSZIamidRuisidl TenlyédaR DY NI & d
FY LR22N®» L OFyQdi 3I2 K2YSd aeé LI NByda gAtft a
GKS Y2ySeKQ ¢2 32 K2YS L Ydzad oNARy3dI GKSY Y2
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GLQY a2NNEBRzZ¢ L alAR®

Gt tSrasSsy 9y3aftAaKI Aa |t gl @@ wds judt e mekK A & ®
'S ¢6la FT2NBAIAyd® IS gla Ay wdz@aaily yl geo |

. 2dz K Sy Qi RASRO®E

Gb2G &SGz¢ alAR 2FfRSYIN® IS YIé& KIFI@FS 0685
{tF@AO 3t 22Y AYy KAa az2dzZ & az=Aldzuius By 3¢ K
Danish. He walk ten thousand kilometre. He build ship. He sail to America. He die. Is great
YIyo¢

C2NJ I 6KAfS L RARYQU GKAY]l ltoz2dzi 21 fRSYLI
later | started to read books and articles. There was GoiigS  His®ry&i &amchatka
{G0STESNI gla 2yS 2F . SNAYy3IQa adzw2NRAYylI{iSa 2y
is one of the earliest written records of the lives of native Kamchadals, Itelmen and
Koriaks. There was Stepan
Y NI & KSy A Wsftura] 2 sy of [
Kamchatka researche on the same
voyage. There was a flurry of academvm
articles following the 1991 exhumation o
.SNRAYy3IQa 3INI @S i
Island. There was a 1729 map
YIEYOKIFG1F Ay GKS
thS AyadNuzOGA2y 2F +

And later | returned to visit
Kamchatka, this time in the company of m
brother. The peninsula is nine hours an
120 degrees of longitude ahead o
Moscow. We took off in the afternoon, but’
soon plunged into the night. Below us ¢
Siberia slipped quietly by. Only theegt
rivers, the Ob, the Yenisei and the Lena,
ghostly silver in the moonlight, marked thé
passing hours. | started to tell my brothe
about Bering. How his instructions were ftg

1SSLI 32Ay3 dzy (At

L
Y R

R i . K gtepaﬁ'K?as.{heninHi'k:)v,ﬁa‘bﬁraﬁ/e ana thlofjg']ﬁifull r;S I Ay
L2gSNR Ay !''YSNRAOIFI® = _ _ o _.._ . _ _.. _KS
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, | conjured up
images of the endlestaiga, of one heroic man following a distant star acro$e t
undulating land.
And my brother, who knows me too well, raised an eyebrow.
G, 2dzQNB y2i GKAYl1AYy3a 2F R2Ay3 AGZ FNB @2d
G2Stfx y23 L YSIy>s @&2dz (y26X¢E
Wesusk YANRR gAff (Aff @&2dzpé
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Who was Bering?

A sailor, a Dane, a family man. A Captaommander in the service of the Russian
Tsar.Reports as to his character vary, but all agree he was a good, kind and thoughtful
YIyd ¢KS R2dzoda I NB ¢KS(iKBRD &IIE NSWHer TS0 A S
the commander of such a large expediti@ertainly he was in the service of the greatest
imperialist Russig or the world¢ had known since the times of Ivan. But for himself? Did
he care? Was he driven? On this, | would say, the glilyis biogrghersis out. Bering
gl a Ylhye GKAYy3Iad hNOdzid CNRad OlFffta KAY WRS
KS gFa WAYGSttA3aSyld FyR W02 yReih&S MNwiasRiop Y dza K
these thingsNo records exist to explain why Beritagpk the job. A few months before he
had resigned from the Navy. Now, suddenly, he took command of the greatediitgpe
ever mounted? Why? Whalrove him?

The suspicion is that it was his wifg
Anna, whose letters, according to Fros
NEOSFE KSNJ G2 oS a ya Ay
the family sphere and cleverly insinuatin
and flattering in the wider world of favour
FYR LINBFSNXYSyYy(dé
resented his arly retirement. It was Anna
who sent him back to St Petersburg t
apply to rejoin the navy. It was Anna whg
when he got the Siberian expedition, sai
Wilr1S AGQoe ''yR Al
failed the first time, sent him back to do i
all over again.

But it was Peter the Great who
commissioned him, at least the first time
LG ¢l a tvyz2ad tSaS
his deathbed, to sign therder setting in
motion the greatest voyage of exploratior Bering's ships, the St Peter and the St Paul, saili
in human history. from Avacha Bay

The orders Peter the Greaigned on Petropavlovsk Museum of Local History
his deathbed idJanuary 1725 downplayed the difficulties somewhat:

M® &, 2dz NB (2 o0dzAtR 2yS 2N (g2some2l (az
20KSNJ LI I OS o¢

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 recaldicasacks, surly
trappers and downright hostile natives.

H® G, 2dz NB G2 32 Ay o2FiGa +ft2y3a GKS Iy
SELISOGLFGiA2YEa 60aArAyO0S GKS SyR Aa yz2i 1y2é6y0 A

Whichwas apoltewag ¥ al @Ay 3> WOl fft dza ¢KSy @&2dz 3S
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But to search is not necessarily to find. Bering had to go back a second time before
KS WT2dzy RQ Al aYiSNSRE@iEd aC RBa hNOaKlFa y2Ga 0SSy 1.
.SNAy3Ideg 1S 2y (KS 2GKSNJ KFyRX KlIa 0SSy @S
eastern shores of Russia set in motion one of the great narratives of the modern world.
| S WF2dzy RI Y I LAASKR forltrgdB. HE maBe/itSpBsSble for the Tsars (and
fFrGSNI GKS {20ASiGao G2 O2ydiNBf 2yS (GKANR 27
scientists whose works are quoted to this day. Because of him the other European (and
therefore world) powers toolan interest in the northern Pacific. Spain, Britain and France
all sponsored voyages of exploration from California to what had become the Bering
{ONXYAGADP !4 CNR&alO Lidzia AdGzZ a&a2KFG / 2f dzvodz
Pflaill o¢

How | arranged my travel

This should be a short paragraph. Mostly | read books and learned Russian. The
point of the travel was to go and see what | fougavhich is what Bering di¢ and to
make arrangements as | went
.SNAYy3a (N O3t
G221 GAOK KA
carpenters, seven blacksmiths
two coopers, a turner, a stove
aSGGSNI FyR I f
hundreds of men, cattle,
instruments, anchors,
wegoons, sails and the
wherewithal to build many
ships, rafts and bargesie left

behind a wife, two sons and &Sunset on the river Ob; commercial traffic is usually flatbed bar
mortgage. pushed (rather than towed) by tugs

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 inolve some scholarship, but | was not overly exercised about
setting up meetings and so on. Masftthe people in this field would be on holidasen |
was travellingandin any casé could correspond with them at other timeswanted to
focus on the trael. This journey was to retrace a route that Beringuée8 O dza S KS RAR
know betterand which few would choose to repeat. Essentially he travelled by river
(because it was easier to transport his enorrm@amount of equipment by boagnd he
travelledtoo far north. ©day he transSiberian railway lies betweensensiblé0 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 questi
was, could | still do it? And what would | learn?
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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,-Masiisk, Surgy
Tomsk.Then Yeniseisk, and Udtmsk. From there to UsKut and down the Lena to
Yakutsk. Thence to Uatl @ o W! a0Q YSIFya NAGSNI Y2dziKo
mountains to Okhotsk. Okhotsk to Bolshesle on the Kamchatka Peninsula and from
there out y 12 GKS HARS o0fdzS aShkro LGQA SIFaASNE
4dz00Saarzy 2F NRARGSNI GNRLIAZ F2N SIOK 2F KA
sufficient to carry thousands of men and cattle, and many, many tons of equipment and
provisiora ® 2 Said 2F (GKS ! N} f&a az2YS dzoBdROthels S WgAYy
travelled some of the wagn the Volga. Beyond the Urals they first took to the rivers at
Tyumen, sailing dowthe Tural 2 ¢ 2062t 41X 6KAOK gl a (GKSYy (KS
TobolsktheL NJidza K G221 GKSY G2 GKS O2y¥fdzSyO0S 4Ali
The Ob runs for thousands of miles. They stayed with it as far as the Ket, sailing upstream
and then turned east again towards Wbmsk. And, finally they mad# 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 Map of Bering's journey 17281728, now in the James Ford Bell Library

. University of Minnesota, Minneapolis
they built new

boats and sailed first to Kamdika 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 untde summerof 1741. A few month&ter he died of
scurvy on what is now Commander Island east of Kamchhikarly half a century later
(and with the benefits of lime juice) Captain Cook sailed the same waters. It was he who
Rdzo 6 SR . SNA y 3 Wi K Sthuwetmsuded Hisylace id hisdalyo dzd Q I+ y R

2 KAOK ONRARyYy3a YS (G2 0KANR WLIzZN1}2aSQ 27
O2yaSljdsSy0Sa 2F tSGSNJ 6KS DNBFIQa chdadf Sé
because of Bering G KI i Wwdza ail Q3 2y Gifcipdlity, be@aRe&hkeld | y
biggest country in the world. Todaycbves2 Yy S AaAEGK 2F GKS §2NI RQ&
need to rehearse the history of the Y00Sy (i dz2NE KSNB® { dzFFAOS A
instructions to Bering included a felicitous phrakeS ¢ & (2 FAYyR 2dzi ai2

;U< QX

FNB LI NI 2F ! YSNAOFIéd LG aSSYSR G2 YS (KIFG
wasinl72% yR L gl a Odz2NA2dza (2 20aSNWBS K2g wdzaah
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