Early Maritime Russia and the North Pacific Arc
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Russia has always held an ambiguous position in world geography. Like most other grest power
Russia spread out from a small, original core area of identity. The R#Ssizan core wasocated west
of the Ural Mount ai ns -148R)wassdéeeplhdcsloresl dyralMorgj@tarh i st or vy
invasion in the thirteenth century. By the time Russia cast off Mandm® its worldview had developed
to reflect two and ondalf centuries ofAsiatic rather than European dominance, hence the old cliché,

scratch a Russimand youfindaTatar Thi s was the beginning of Rusg¢gi

neither European nor Asian, datirasian Russia has a longer Pacific coastline than angrdtkian
country, yet a Pacific identity bdoeen difficult to assume, in spite of over four huaddyears of
exploration (Map 1).

Map 1 Geographic atlof the Russian Empire (174%)gital copyby the Russian State Library

Early Pacific Connections

Ancient peoples fnm what is now preserttay Russia had circwfacific connections via the
North Pacific arc between North America and Asia. Today this arc is separated by a mere fifiles
at the Bering Strait, but centuries earlier it was past lofoad subcontinent more than @heusand miles
long. Beringia, as it isnowtermed, was not fully glaciated during the PleistodereAge in fact, there
was not any area of land within one hundred miles of the Bering Strait itself that was completely glaciated
within the last million yearsyhile for much of that time a broad band of ice to the east covered much of
preseniday Alaska. Untiten thousand years ago, the landbridge of Beringia was characterized by steppe
grasses and dry, cold tundra with very little sfjajv Anthropologists point out the similarities of
fisal mon cultured peoples on both the east and w
relatively recent development in the course of human history within the North Pacific region ag.a whol
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The distant human migration routes from Siberidlooth America likelyhad as one of their
origins todayodés Maritime Provinces of the Russi
mountain ranges, which were then an integral part of a poelisrade route system from preseiaty
China to Mongolia. The great Amur River, thoughm®ind for much of the year, served as the
Ahi ghway along which the population movedé t he
Asiatic interiorand he Pol ar a n[@]. Onee thndrthecn hentisphergasiérs melted, the
North American and Asian landmasses became completely separated by the Bering Strait, but this was ng
a barrier to migratiorfor its greatest width is onlyfti/-six miles of water.tlcan be crossed by boat in
the summer and overland on ice in the wifiBerd]. TransPacific migration from presertay Russia has
a long history, at least across the North Pacific arc, but these early people wRussiahsThe story of
the Pacific through Russian eyes begins many years later when a Russia Cossack named Dezhnev in 164
i r eedltbehPacific at the northeast tip of Siberia and proved that Eurasia was divided from North
Americad [5]. Atthistimet he Russian empire took no interest
discovery that Asia and America were separated went relatively unnoticed for the nexegghgars
[6, 7]. In 1741, that most famous of Russian explorers, the (Danish) Vitus Bering, completed the

exploratonof R ssi aés Pacific extent, Strdité¢hatnodvibeard hisonames ¢ u
and which serves as the word root Baringia

Crossing to the fANew Lando

Although Dezhnev in 1648 was the first Russian who claimed to have made the discovery of
North America from the west, Russian fishermen and sea mammal hunters had been extending their field
of activities beyond the Okhotsk Sea since the thirteenth century, sailing to what theX ositésl
Zemlia(New Land, which lay somewhere beyond whée Chukotsk Peninsula touches the west side of
the Bering Strait (Map 2)lestimony in 1710 from Russian Siberians indicated that these fishing trips
were a matter of course, and that it was well known that some kind of land existed beyond the Chukotsk
Peninsula, though the extent of thahd was not knowf8]. In the year 171 an officer in Yakutsk, Peter
Popov, gave a full narrative account but provided no f@RpA variation onthe namewasBolshaya
Zemlya(Great Land) and this nampeared on maps as well. In 1726, Shestakov, a cossack of Yakutsk,
drew a chart of the coastline of America with the ndakshaya Zemlyavritten underneath. Four years
later, Ilvan Federov led an expeditionBolshaya Zemlyay way of the Bering Strailrawinga map
which was latesaid to bdost. Since the land was unknown, it took on aspects of myth.

Arctic Ocean
East Siberian Beaufort
S Sea
ea 4
Tuktoyaktuky

JE

— Vo WRANGEL
N *\}/y < ISLAND

Y Soevec Chukchi

Sea

RUSSIA UNITED STATES

1S

Uelen®

g S

Bering Sea

Map 2.The Bering Strajtby Norman EinsteirCreative Commons

Another, larger mythical land was placed on some maps to the east of Kamchatka and named
Juan de Gama Landt was either part of America or a huge isldh@]. Sometimes the same island (or
continent) was callefssonisLand and a 1713 map by one of Russi a
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showedhe landmass dEssonis Landio be east of Kamettka but very close to Americdép 3. The
very real Sakhalin Island, off the Pacific coas

—

explorations as a | and where the indigenous peolpl

go about on dog sledges inwinterdnd at s on t he W%.tTeeMapiBook of Sibamae r é 0
written between 1697 and 1700 by SemRe mezov, i ncludes Kamchatka a
Japonila nd C[@]r ea 0
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Map 3.Section off h o ma s J e fThesRussi@nsDiscovierienperial Academy of St. Petersbuipte North

American fALando not far from the peninsul
Peter | (AThe Greato) and Pacific Exploration
Peter | (AThe Greatodo) ruled Russia from 1682
Byzantine, with values and lifestyles influendgdEastern Orthodoxy, which had not been forced to shift
its gaze outward to follow the European Age of

ocean enterprise, scientific exploration, and the development of new philosophies. Russiathar the
hand, was stiltrying to recovery its identity aftanore than two centuries of Mongol control. When Peter
returned from a fivanonth European tour in 1697, dieected the building of a new, Europeaspired
forward capital city at St. Petersbumgth an Atlanticfacing orientation, albeit through the Gulf of

Finland, the Baltic Sea, and the North Sea. Never before had Ressuishedhis Atlantic orientation;

now, by fiat, Russia became part of the Atlaffiticing community and all that it jplied. As is weH

known, Peter also spent five months of his European tour studying shipbuilding in Holland and was
particularly impressed with European science, as expressed in gadgetry and machinery. He brought a
collection of these tools and toys baokRussia, along with several hundred hired craftsmen and
engineergl1]. Peter was also an avid student of geography. He knew about the m$thadgabf Anian
which most geographers then believed existed, a watery passageway through America to Asia, taken as
fact and depicted on maps of the era (Map 4).
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Map 4 Orteliusg 1598 Tartariae Sive Magni Chami Regstiowing thdegendary Strait of Anigrvery incomplete
knowledge of the extent of Japan, and one of the first cartographic mentidakfofmio.

Peter the Great, on his European tour, also spent time with theddhich geographéticolaes
Witsen, author oNoorden Oost Tartaryeanauthoritative seventeenth century work on the geography of
Northeast Asia and Jap§t?]. Because of Peterds known studies
encouraged by interested parties to solve the problem of whetheicAraad Asia were connectbsg
landor separatby the seaWhen told in 1722 by the naval officer Fedor I. Soimonov (later to become
Governor General of Siberia) that Kamchatka mighfact, be very near to America, not far from the
fii sl and oniadeter Enthlisiadtiaalty agreed to the possihiliy. The philosopher Leibnitz
prodded Peter for years to send an expedition to discover where Russia ended and America began.
Leibnitz would not let the problem rest for twenty more years until Patenis deathbed in 1725, wrote
the fanous memorandum in his own hand that set Vitus Bering on his exploratory course of action:

1. Build in Kamchatka or some other place thereabouts one or two decked boats.

2. [Sail] in these boats along the land which trends to the north in the expectation (since
its limit is unknown) that this land is America.

3. And to find out where it joins with America, go to some town under European camtiil,
you see a Euraan ship, learn from it what they call this coast, and write it down and go on shore
yourself and get reliable information, and, having put it on a map, return herd7].

Leibnitz had pressed the idea upon Peter for twenty years, Peter mulled it over until his deathbed, and
then Captain Vitus Bering the Dane spent the final sixteen years of his life {Z43% carrying out
Pet eruédss r eq

Besides discovering the strait separating Russia and America, the Bering expedition made
surveys of the Okhotsk Sea, Kamchat ka, t he Kuri
north latitude, and the Aleutian Islands (where the Aledk them for gods and gave them staffs
decorated with colorful feathers and bird windske almost all voyages of exploration, this was
regarded by the voyager s as a[97i0ies impdrtanceghereismop rr i s
guestion, even if its main geographical objectivtbe delimitation of Asia from Americawas known by
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Dezhnev eighty years before, albeit forgott@oncerning its heroic quality, the greatest challenge of the
Bering Expeditions waactuallythe transport of the complete exploration outfit all the way from
European Russia (St. Petersburg) to Pacific Russia and the Okhotsk Sea. Once recoveredisothe t
months of travel through frozen Siberia (biésie for travel isvinter when the mud is frozen), the
expedition crew and workers then had to recover their energies to buildwoghg ships in makeshift
shipyards, buffeted by the relentless vérad the Okhotsk Se@mage 1).Only when the ships were built
could they begin to gather stores of food for the expedition itself, hunting for local game to supplement
whatever supplies came in sporadically from the overland route. Bering and mangrefindied of

scurvy, and some may have diedtdiefore they even left shore

Imagel. Vitus Bering's expedition is wrecked on the Aleutian Islands in 1741.
In public domain, 19th c. illustrator unknown.

Russia and Japan Make Acquaintance

The Bering Expeditions were mufturpose and not adif its designs were fulfilled. One goal was
to enter into friendly relations with Japan, although very little was actually known thiedaiparese
Maps of Japan whi cNoorder Oss Tarad/e providedk very skiétchysinformiation
about the precise outlines of the coast of Japan, how many islands existed and their sizes. The clearest
knowledge was of the island Wezo(Hokkaido), but some maps drew it as a peninsula attached to Asia
while others placed it as aqppendagé North America. Alternately, Yezo/Hokkaido was an extremely
large island occupying a large space in the Pacific Ocean between Russia and America. The question of
the day for enquiring minds: where and what was Japagiation to Russia@®ap 5)
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