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THE FIRST EUROPEANS

Vitus Bering . . .  or not? With the discovery of Vitus Bering’s remains in

1991, forensics experts question whether this image portrays the famed

explorer. Alaska State Library Portrait File.

Collection Name: Alaska State Library Portrait File. Photographs. ASL.

Identifier: ASL-Bering-Vitus-1

Title: Vitus Bering

Description: Portrait traditionally identified as Vitus Jonassen Bering. This

identification is questioned, following the discovery in 1991 of

Bering's remains and the forensic reconstruction of his facial

features. Portrait is possibly Vitus Pedersen Bering, uncle to

Bering's mother, poet, and royal historian.



A bust of explorer Vitus Bering, 1681-1741, was reconstructed from his

skull, which was discovered on Bering Island in 1991. V. N. Zvyagin of the

Institute of Forensic Medicine, Moscow, undertook the reconstruction.

Alaska Museum of History and Art, Library and Archives.

Collection Name: AMRC. General Photograph File

Identifier: AMRC-b96-10-1

Title: Bust of Vitus Bering.

Description: Forensic reconstruction of explorer Vitus Bering. Reconstruction

by V. N. Zvyagin, Institute of Forensic Medicine, Moscow. 1992-

1995? Photographer: Jan Oelker, Dresden.

Creator: Oelker, Jan



This antique print by Ludovik Choris is captioned “View of St. Peter and St.

Paul of Kamtchatka.” In the distance, the masts of the two ships are visible

as they leave the Siberian coastline. Alaska and Polar Regions Collections,

Elmer E. Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks.

Collection Name: Atrium Exhibit

Identifier: C0022-30

Title: Vue de St. Pierre et St. Paul au Kamtschatka.

Description: Title taken from caption.

"Vue de St. Pierre et St. Paul au Kamtschatka, (View of St. Peter

and St. Paul of Kamtchatka).

A sketch of a small costal village, with women children and dogs.

Also a view of the open sea, hills and trees.

Book citation:

Voyage de la Perouse autour du Monde, publie conformement au

decret du 22 avril, 1797, et redige par M.L.A. Milet-Mureau...

La Perouse, Jean-Francois de Galaup, comte de, 1741-1788.

Paris, Imprimerie de la Republique, an V. (1797).

Creator: Choris, Ludovik, 1795-1828



A 1774 Russian map by Jakob von Staehlin shows the newly discovered

northern archipelago in the Seas of Kamchatka and Anadir. Alaska State

Library.

Collection Name: Alaska State Library. Documents. ASL.

Identifier: ASL-F951-S77-1774map

Title: A map of the new northern archipelago discovered by the

Russians in the Seas of Kamtschatka & Anadir

Description: From: An account of the new northern archipelago, lately

discovered by the Russians in the seas of Kamtschatka and

Anadir. By Mr. J. von Stæhlin ... Tr. from the German original.

Creator: Staehlin, Jakob von, 1709-1785

Contributors: Kitchin, T. (Engraver)

Subject.TGM: Maps

Location: Aleutian Islands (Alaska)

Region: Western Alaska and Aleutian Islands

Time Period: 1741 to 1867

Date.original: 1774



http://library.state.ak.us/hist/cent/020-0188.jpg

Map of Bering’s voyage. The solid line is Bering’s route; the dotted is

Chirikov’s. Alaska State Library, Alaska Purchase Centennial Collection.



http://library.state.ak.us/hist/cent/020-0126.jpg

Three views of Kayak Island, Alaska. Experts believe this is the island that

Vitus Bering saw and named Saint Elias in 1741. Alaska State Library,

Alaska Purchase Centennial Collection.

More on the First Europeans:



Some written accounts claim that the first Europeans to establish a settlement in Alaska

were two Russians explorers—Semyon Dezhnev and Fedot Alekseev—in as early as

1648. However, there is little existing proof of those stories and actual credit for the

“discovery” of Alaska is given to Vitus Bering, a Danish navigator for the Russian navy,

who sighted Alaska in 1741 and would die on the return leg of his discovery voyage for

Czar Peter the Great.

On June 4, 1741, two ships sailed eastward from northern Siberia to determine whether

North America and Asia were joined, or if other lands lay between them. While Vitus

Bering commanded the St. Peter, second-in-command Aleksei Chirikov piloted the St.

Paul. Heading into the unmapped region, the ships became separated on June 20 and

never found each other again. Chirikov, aboard the St. Paul, officially first sighted Alaska

at Prince of Wales Island on July 15. However, according to Bering’s writings, he could

make the same claim, spotting what is now Mount St. Elias during a break in the clouds

on July 15. When Bering’s account was later published, it became clear that he alone saw

the mountain that day; others in the crew had their doubts.

“We saw land was early as July 15,” he wrote, “but because I was the first to announce it,

and because, forsooth, it was not so distinct that a picture could be made of it, the

announcement, as usual, was regarded as one of my peculiarities; yet on the following

day, in very clear weather, it came into view in the same place.”

On July 20, the St. Peter made landfall at Kayak Island, just east of Prince William

Sound, and while crew members went ashore for fresh water, Bering allowed his

shipboard zoologist, physician, and botanist, Georg Wilhelm Steller, a mere ten hours on

land to collect as much data and samples as possible. He rejoined the crew at the end of

the day amid threats to reboard immediately or be left behind. The frustrated Steller

would later write, “Whoever stops to consider how much one man, without assistance,

can accomplish in ten hours on a small island would easily see that my failure to discover

any minerals is not due to carelessness or laziness on my part.”



Steller was certainly anything but lazy. His collecting frenzy was a remarkable scientific

achievement, and he reboarded with sketches and samples of previously unknown birds,

mammals and plants, including raspberries and a jay that would later be known as the

Steller’s jay. He is also credited with discovering a now-extinct sea mammal called the

Steller’s sea cow on the voyage homeward. That leg of the journey was ill-fated,

however, and the sailors ran aground on a island off the Siberian coast. There Bering and

almost half the crew would die. Nine months later, the survivors, including the zealous

naturalist Steller, would build another vessel from the wreck of the St. Peter and set out

for home. The St. Paul, under Chirikov’s leadership, had safely returned to Petropavlovsk

the previous October.

The returning ships had proof of the riches that lay to the east: sea otter pelts more dense

and luxuriant than any seen before. With the news of unequalled opportunity in a new

land, the first of many rushes to exploit Alaska’s resources began.

LINKS:

The Vitus Bering expedition:

www.pmel.noaa.gov/np/pages/vbering.html

Bering bios:

www.netstate.com/states/peop/people/ak_vjb.htm

www.nndb.com/people/082/000094797/



Danish stamps honor Bering:

www.norbyhus.dk/danes/bering.html

Georg Steller’s findings, California Academy of Sciences site:

www.calacademy.org/exhibits/science_under_sail/biodiversity.html
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