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On the 23 December 1724 the Admiralty Collegium, received Peter’s executive order to organize the First Kamchatka Expedition. The expedition left St. Petersburg 24 January 1725 and reached Kamchatka only two years later. On 13 July 1728 the expedition, aboard the “Sv. Arkhangel Gavriil” sailed to execute Peter I’s instruction. The hydrographic work, carried out by Vitus Bering and his navigators was outstanding in comparison to the usual, for the time, sea voyage surveys. The expedition’s commander sailed the vessel northward until 16 August. Having reached latitude 67 degrees 18 minutes he reversed the course. The Russian travelers were not able to sight the American coast because of the fogs, and they placed on the map only an island in Bering Strait named in the honor of St. Diomede (today Ratmanov Island). On 1 March 1730, Bering and his officers returned to St. Petersburg. The main results of the First Kamchatka Expedition are reflected in the summary chart, compiled by P.A. Chaplin at the end of 1728 - beginning of 1729, apparently under A.I. Chirikov’s guidance. It is preserved to this day in three manuscript variants dating to the 1730s. Besides this map, a general map from Tobolsk to the Chukotka Peninsula was produced, illustrated by drawings of Siberian natives with indication, by means of inscriptions, of their areas of settlement. This early thematic map is treated in the modern literature, and quite rightly so, as an ethnographic one. The cartographic results of the expedition appeared in printed form for the first time on the “General map of the Russian empire compiled as accurately as possible by the labor of Ivan Kirlov...” published 1733-1734 as part of the Atlas of Russia by I.K. Kirilov. Outside of Russia, the summary map of the First Kamchatka Expedition was published in the multi-volume work on geography, history, and culture of China by J. B. Du Halde (1735) and in the Atlas of China by de Anville.
 The question which remained undecided, that about the situation of the Great Land, of America, continued to engage the attention of Siberian and Petersburg authorities. Significant progress in this matter was achieved in the course of the governmental expedition led by the Cossack golova (leader) A. F. Shestakov. This enterprise was conceived, in contrast to the Bering’s first expedition, as an exploratory action with clear colonial overtones. After A.F. Shestakov’s death 14 March 1730, from a wound received in an encounter with the Chukchi, D.I. Pavlutskii assumed command. The official head of the expedition, by the order of Pavlutskii dated 11 February 1732, was the geodesist Gvozdev. On 23 July 1732, the expedition, aboard the sloop  Sviatyi Arkhangel Gavriil, sailed out of the mouth of Kamchatka River. The voyage north was along the Asiatic coast and on the 5 August they reached the “Chukotskii nos”, on the southern side. It is assumed that the expedition’s first landfall took place somewhere between Cape Dezhnev and Cape Lütke. During the three-day stay Gvozdev, accompanied by sailors, twice went ashore, saw a stream, two local inhabitants, and a herd of reindeer. Two baidaras approached the vessel, but the Chukchi did not respond to the efforts to enter into a conversation: having looked at the vessel, they returned to shore. On the fourth day, at anchor near the Chukchi Peninsula, a favorable wind arose and the expedition continued the search for the islands. The expedition sailed on 15 August and on the 17th investigated the island which today is identified as Ratmanov Island. That same day, because of a shift in the wind, the Sv. Gavriil once again returned to the Asiatic shore and, apparently, stood off Cape Dezhnev near the Eskimo settlement Nuukan. Members of the expedition saw from the island they first visited the “Great land”. On 20 August the vessel dropped anchor at the second island, now called Kruzenshtern Island. According to M. S. Gvozdev’s report, submitted in 1743, they sailed 21 August 1732 “in the third hour after midnight the wind rose, we hoisted anchor, set the sails, and sailed for the Great Land, approached that land, dropped anchor, but there were no dwellings across on land.” Thus, members of Gvozdev’s expedition became the first Europeans to sight the Alaskan coast. To judge by the sector, described by them and which appears on Shpanberg’s map of 1743, this took place near the shore of the modern Seward Peninsula, to the northeast of the Cape Prince of Wales, approximately in 66o 45’ North Latitude. The Sviatyi Arkhangel Gavriil, on 27 (28) September 1732 entered the mouth of Kamchatka River and concluded the first European voyage to the shores of America from the Asian side. Five months later, 22 June 1733, M.S. Gvozdev submitted a report and the log to the Port of Okhotsk Office. V. I. Kazantsev, who visited Kamchatka in 1732-1733 delivered to Tobolsk a chart and a note about the voyage of the sloop Sv. Gavriil to America. So far, the original chart has not been found, but it cannot be excluded from consideration that V.I. Kazantsev’s data formed the basis for information, only approximating reality, which appeared in France through Joseph N. Delisle. F. A. Golder found among Delisle’s papers a note “Sea voyage and discoveries by the Russians in the Eastern Ocean undertaken between the two voyages of Captain Bering in the years 1731 and 1732” and also “A chart illustrating the voyage of Gvozdev.”
  The note has a sub-title: “New information in regard to the eastern lands submitted by mister Fedor Ivanovich Soimonov 1 March 1738.” Only in October 1743, M. Gvozdev, together with navigators Kh. Iushin and E. Rodichev, compiled, on M. Shpanberg’s orders, a chart of the voyage to the Great Land of 1732 on the basis of the private journal of I. Fedorov, located by Shpanberg. The original of this chart has not been preserved but its general outline is reflected in another chart signed by Shpanberg. This 1743 chart by Shpanberg reflects the results of the expedition of M. Gvozdev in 1732 and also, in part, of the voyages of Bering-Chirikov. Four copies of this chart have been preserved. In printed form, testimony about Gvozdev’s voyage to the shores of Northwestern America appeared, for the first time, in the atlas by I. B. Homann’s heirs, where, on the world map, there appears a notation detecta a Gwosedew 1730.

The results of the First Kamchatka Expedition had not been able to satisfy the Russian government, who organized the Second one. Academy’s, as well as the general governmental instruction to the expedition contained one section, introduced by Delisle, based on the latter’s blind faith in the existence of the mythological lands of da Gama, Iesso, and Company. The search for these was declared to be almost the first and foremost goal of Vitus Bering. Delisle expressed his conception about these lands in the Pacific Ocean in a map he specially constructed for the expedition: Carte dressée en 1731 Pour Servir a la recherche des Terres et des Mers situées au Nord de la Mer du Sud which in the middle of the year 1732 was examined and discussed in the Senate. Delisle’s map and his note entitled “Information about a new land map which represents the eastern Ocean and the shortest route between Asia and America” played an important role in the history of the Second Kamchatka Expedition. 

The Pacific Ocean squadron of the Second Kamchatka Expedition consisted of two detachments. The first, under the command of V. Bering was to proceed to the American coasts, the second, commanded by M.P. Shpanberg, was to sail along the Kurile Islands to the coasts of Japan and also to describe the shores of the Okhotsk Sea even up to the Amur River mouth. For the American voyage, two packet-boats were constructed in Okhotsk, the “Sv. Petr” and the “Sv. Pavel”.  On 8 September 1740, the two vessels sailed for Kamchatka, for Avacha Bay. The vessels left the harbor 4 June 1741 and sailed toward the land of Juan de Gama indicated on J. N. Delisle’s map. The expedition members aboard  the Sv. Petr, under Bering, numbered 77, those aboard the Sv. Pavel, under Chirikov, 75. On 20 June, in thick fog, the vessels lost sight of each other and from then on proceeded on the voyage separately. A.I. Chirikov on the packet-boat Sv. Pavel, held the course to east and northeast and on 15 July 1741 the expedition members sighted land. The vessel was in the vicinity of modern Cape Bartholome on Baker Island, to the west of Prince of Wales Island, in 55o 20’ North Latitude. On 17 July Chirikov stood off Iakobii island (near Chichagof Island in the Alexander Archipelago) and sent ashore his longboat, under navigator A.M. Dement’iev and 10 crew. They waited for the party to return until 23 July when the yawl, under boatswain S. Savel’iev, carrying one sailor and two craftsmen was dispatched to shore, but they too vanished without a trace. The Sv. Pavel cruised along the American coasts until the provisions were almost exhausted. On 6 August the expedition was forced finally to set the course for Kamchatka. Homeward bound, the vessel sailed along the Aleutian Islands and took bearings on Umnak, Unalaska and a few others. On 12 October 1741 the Sv. Pavel entered Petropavlovsk Harbor. Out of 75 crew only 51 returned, and among the officers only Chirikov and Elagin. Bering, aboard the Sv. Petr, having parted with the Sv. Pavel in the fog, continued the search for the Juan de Gama Land until 25 June, but having become convinced that this land does not exist set the course to northeast and on 16 July, in the latitude of 58o 14’ the Russian seafarers sighted land, with high mountain ridges. This was the American coast in the area of Kayak Island. The expedition conducted a hydrographic survey of the island which Vitus Bering called the Island of St. Elias and of the adjacent mainland coast. A chart was drawn which is preserved to our days. Naturalist Adjunct Steller, accompanied by the Cossack F. Lepikhin, on a yawl went for drinking water and investigation of the new land, while Navigator S. Khitrovo, with a crew of 15, was sent beyond the island to measure the fairway. On 21 July 1741 the expedition started on the home bound voyage, along the coast of the Alaska Peninsula and the Aleutian Islands. The Sv. Petr approached closely the islands of Kodiak and Ukamok. In September, they approached an island, apparently the modern Nagai Island, to take on water. They called this island Shumagin, in honor of the sailor Shumagin who died and was buried there. This island, and those surrounding it now called all together the Shumagin Islands, were mapped by members of the Bering expedition. In these islands, the first contact between Bering’s crew members and American natives took place. The final stage of the return voyage of the Sv. Petr took place under extraordinarily difficult conditions. Severe storms gave way to cold, thick fogs, fresh water and provisions were exhausted, scurvy was rampant aboard the vessel, carrying off many lives. On 5 November 1741 the packet boat had been cast ashore on an island which subsequently, in memory of Captain-Commander who perished there, began to be called Bering Island. Those of Sv. Petr crew, who had wintered there and remained alive, dismantled the vessel and out of the wreckage constructed a new one, aboard which the surviving 46 members of the Bering Expedition returned to Petropavlovsk on 26 August 1742. The M.P. Shpanberg’s detachment sailed in 1739 aboard the brigantine Arkhangel Mikhail out of Bol’sheretsk, along the Kurile Islands to Urup, and back. In 1739, M.P. Shpanberg and W. Walton, aboard the Arkhangel Mikhail and Sv. Gavriil, completed the voyage out of Bol’sheretsk to the shores of Japan and back. In the course of this voyage the Russians for the first time visited the Hokkaido Island. Between 1738-1742, Shpanberg’s detachment charted the Kurile Islands, collected the first data on Japan, investigated part of the eastern shore of Sakhalin Island and the Okhotsk Sea littoral. Besides the widely known and thoroughly studied geographic and cartographic results, the Second Kamchatka Expedition set the foundation, methodological and practical one, for further scientific generalizations of materials on the sea expanse and lands lying between Asia and America in the northern part of the Pacific Ocean.

There emerged in the Russian cartography several traditions of representation of these areas, which may be subsumed under two basic trends.  The first is represented by the descriptions and cartographic works which to a considerable degree continued the pre-Petrine traditions in Russian geographic materials. Usually, these had none mathematical foundation (scale, projection and geographic net) but at the same time fixed in naming the geographic objects’ local toponyms: Chukchi, Eskimo, and later the Aleut ones. The second trend, having its roots in the First Kamchatka Expedition, gathered force significantly after the Second Kamchatka Expedition. Instructions issued to the Second Kamchatka Expedition reflected the desire to utilize in greater depth native data, particularly in establishing the native geographical names. On the other hand, administrative departments which supervised the geographic investigation and cartography of Russia and of territories adjacent to her, made the first step toward establishment centers whose task was to train qualified cadres of seamen and geodesists in remote borderlands.  This permitted the Russian pioneers and mariners to obtain at least a minimum of knowledge necessary to compile charts according to European geographic tradition. Bering opened a school of navigation in Okhotsk. The successor to Skorniakov-Pisarev (1686-1747) as commandant of the Okhotsk Port, A. E. Devier (? – d.1745) opened a navigational school at Bol’sheretsk on Kamchatka. This school existed until Devier’s return to St. Petersburg in 1742.

Basic work in assembling primary expedition materials as well as compilation of the general maps and charts, was performed by the Admiralty College and the associated scientific-educational center - the Naval Academy. This kind of work focused on the Second Kamchatka Expedition and the subsequent government undertaking of this kind, were carried on in secret. The results for long remained unknown even to  the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences. The State Admiralty College entrusted the task of compilation of summary charts based on materials of the Second Kamchatka Expedition the outstanding Russian hydrograph, Captain A.I. Nagaev (? - d.1781). However, the initial cartographic interpretation of the results of the Second Kamchatka Expedition was performed, quite naturally, by its main participants, foremost among them A.I. Chirikov and S. L. Waxell (? - d.1762). In 1741the expedition’s Navigator, I. F. Elagin (? - d.1766), compiled, with Chirikov’s guidance a summary chart of the voyage. The Chirikov-Elagin chart is outstanding in the strict objectivity in representation of the Sv. Pavel voyage and the hydrographic work by the expedition. Only those elements are shown which have been directly observed by expedition members. Absent are elements guessed at not to speak about such as da Gama Land, Iesso and similar ones. It is due to the Second Kamchatka Expedition that no place was allotted them anymore in the Pacific Ocean. The Chirikov-Elagin chart shows only four islands between America and Kamchatka and even a hint that the American continent may stretch in that direction is absent. Essentially different interpretation from that shown on the original charts by Chirikov-Elagin of the land and seas between Kamchatka and America appears on the chart compiled from the journal of Lieutenant Waxell in 1744. All variants of Sven Waxell’s chart, in contrast to the Chirikov-Elagin one, show a section of the American coast stretching far to the west from Cape St. Elias to the island Markian toward Kamchatka. This interpretation reflects the opinions of members of  V.I. Bering’s detachment who, because of poor visibility, assumed the chain of the Aleutian Islands to be parts of the American shore. As soon as Chirikov received these materials, he continued his work and still in Siberia the general chart was created. This chart utilized not only data of all detachments of the Second Kamchatka Expedition (including the Arctic ones) but also information obtained on the voyage of M.S. Gvozdev. The coastlines of areas directly observed on the voyage of the Sv. Petr and the Sv. Pavel, are represented by clearly delineated contours, while hypothetical interpretation of the American shores as unbroken, from Sven Waxell’s chart, is shown in a shading as unconfirmed coastline joining in the north the American coast according to Gvozdev’s chart.

The results obtained by Russian explorers permitted the compilation of objective geographical maps of the explored regions and to project  the direction of future investigations.  However these results were treated as the most important state secret. Governmental effort to preserve the confidentiality of the results of the Second Kamchatka expedition lead to even the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences remaining in ignorance, at least as far as cartography is concerned. The Academy of Sciences Atlas published in 1745 did not reflect practically any results of the Second Kamchatka Expedition.  These governmental measures, effective inside the country, could not prevent leakage of information regarding the geographic results of the Second Kamchatka Expedition to Western Europe. The data appeared there in the form of newspaper notes, articles and maps. Specifically, relatively accurate information about the organization and history of the Kamchatka expeditions was published in 1747, in Copenhagen, by P. von Haven. Very distorted information about the results of the Second Kamchatka Expedition were brought to Europe by J.-N.Delisle, who returned from Russia to Paris in 1747. The French astronomer, deeply interested in Russian geographic materials, had exported from Russia a huge collection of manuscript maps, compiled on the basis of surveys of Peter’s geodesists which is now kept in the National Library of France, the Archive of the Hydrographic department in Paris, and the National Archives of France.
 J.-N. Delisle and his brother-in-law Filippe Buache de Neuville compiled and published in 1752 the “Carte Generale des decouvertes de l’Admiral de Fonte et autres Nav igateurs Espagnols, Anglois et Russes pour la recherche du Passage a la Mer Sud. Par M. De l’isle sic de L’Academie Royale des Sciences & c. Publiece a Paris en September 1752.” This fantastical immediately aroused savage criticism by their contemporaries. In Russia, Delisle’s geographic opus, quiet naturally,  immediately provoked a fully negative reaction. Entrusted with the task by the President of the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences, G.F. Müller, himself a member of the Second Kamchatka Expedition, wrote a rebuttal of Delisle’s paper in which he pointed out the intentional distortions perpetrated by the French scholar and  gave a general outline of the real history of the expedition. This rebuttal was published in French in 1752 and 1753 in French as a separate pamphlet.
 The critique of Delisle’s concepts by Müller notwithstanding, the opinions of the French geographer did influence to a certain extent the first map of Russian explorations in the northern part of the Pacific, compiled by Müller himself in 1754-1758 and published by the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences in 1758. It is evident, that the Academy’s cartographers, when compiling these maps, did not have at their disposal original materials of Bering’s expeditions. As a result, they were forced to utilize foreign published materials, and in particular the map by Delisle-Buache. The most general result of the Second Kamchatka Expedition was the development of geographic knowledge and establishment of geographic science in Russia, and the beginning of the planned and systematic study of history and natural environment of Siberia. In respect of the Pacific Ocean and northwestern coast of America, the Second Kamchatka Expedition brought about the meeting of the Old and the New Worlds out of Asia. For the natives of the Aleutian Islands and Alaska, the period of development without contact with European civilization came to an end and the Indians themselves, as well as the natural resources of their lands, and especially the animal world, became the objects of cruel exploitation and even their very existence became threatened. The strategic consequences of Bering’s voyage, as justly noted by the Canadian scholar Glynn Barratt, are felt to this day:  “Whatever foreign vessels might arrive in them in later years, seas between Kamchatka and America were understood to be under Russian influence. So they are today.”
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