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Abstract
m

The evolution of early cartographic conceptions of Alaska is marked by rises and 

falls in the advancement of knowledge, due to factors including the power of 

cartographers to perpetuate geographic speculation, unsuccessful expeditions of 

exploration, bureaucratic policies of secrecy, and purposeful deceit. This thesis examines 

that evolution, from the first appearance of western North America on world maps in the 

sixteenth century, through Russian expeditions to the region, to Captain James Cook’s 

accurate mapping of the extent of Alaska in the eighteenth century, analyzing the factors 

that influenced Alaska’s cartographic depictions and the real-life implications of those 

depictions. The maps that preceded Cook’s are highlighted, placing Cook’s cartographic 

contributions in context.
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The great obstacle to discovering the shape o f the earth, 
the continents, and the ocean was not ignorance but the 
illusion o f knowledge. Imagination drew in bold strokes, 
instantly serving hopes and fears, while knowledge 
advanced by slow increments and contradictory witnesses.1

INTRODUCTION

Captain Janies Cook, the great navigator and explorer, helped put the world on the 

map. Few men in history, if any, did more to advance the cause of geographic science. 

“There are statues and inscriptions,” biographer James C. Beaglehole once wrote, “but 

Geography and Navigation are his memorials.”2 Among the many parts of the globe that 

Cook first scientifically mapped and explored is the coast of Alaska.

On his third and final Pacific expedition in 1776, Cook sailed from England to try 

to find a northern passage between the Pacific and Atlantic; at stake was a 20,000 pound 

reward offered by Parliament. This quest had long existed in the minds and on the 

speculative maps of many nations. Thirty years previous, an Act of Parliament had 

offered the same reward for the discovery of a passage from the North Atlantic to the 

North Pacific through Hudson's Bay. When no explorer succeeded in finding such a 

passage, another Act was passed in 1776 offering the same reward for the discovery of 

any northern passage for vessels by sea between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Thus 

Cook set out to try from the other direction with “hopes that a navigable passage could be

1

1 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Discoverers (New York: Random House, 1983), 86.
2 J.C. Beaglehole, The Journals o f  Captain James Cook on His Voyages o f  Discovery: The Voyage o f  the 
Resolution and Discovery, 1776-1780, Vol. Ill (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 713.



found, the reward claimed, and the honor shared,”3 sailing once more into terra 

incognita, although this time with guides “even sketchier and less reliable” than those he 

had taken with him on his earlier voyages to the south Pacific.4

Captain Cook had with him maps intended to guide his journey and theories about 

what he might find on his way. Confusion, disappointment, and frustration about the 

errors of these maps and theories were to become a constant refrain in all accounts of the 

voyage. Again and again the crew attempted to compare charts with reality and found no 

concurrence, expecting islands that never appeared, seeing signs of a great continent 

where the maps had shown only water, all while navigating through thick fog and strong 

tides.

Despite the complications caused by inaccurate information, Cook made it almost 

400 miles past Bering Strait to latitude 70 or 71 degrees north, beyond the point he called 

Icy Cape, where the impenetrable ice pack forced him to turn back. He planned to return 

the following year to continue his quest.

On his way back southwards through Bering Strait, Cook railed against the map 

upon which he had relied most, Jacob von Staehlin’s chart of 1774 (Fig. 1): “If Mr. 

Staehlin was not greatly imposed upon what could induce him to publish so erroneous a 

Map?” Cook wrote. “ .. ,[M]any of these islands are jumbled in regular confusion, without 

the least regard to truth and yet he is pleased to call it a very accurate little Map?”

3 Glyndwr Williams, “Myth and Reality: James Cook and the Theoretical Geography of Northwest 
America,” in Captain James Cook and His Times, ed. Robin Fisher and Hugh Johnston (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 1979), 78-79.
4 Glyndwr Williams, “Alaska Revealed: Cook’s Explorations in 1778,” in Exploration in Alaska: Captain 
Cook Commemorative Lectures, June -  November 1978, ed. Antoinette Shalkop (Anchorage, Alaska: Cook 
Inlet Historical Society, 1980), 72.

2
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Fig. 1: Jacob von Staehlin, 1774, part of A Map o f the New Northern Archipelago discovr’d by the Russians 
in the Seas o f Kamtschatka & Anadir, from Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas o f  the North Pacific Ocean: 
Maps o f Discovery and Scientific Exploration, 1500-2000 (Seattle: Sasquatch Books, 2001), 82.



According to Cook the map was so abominable that even the “most illiterate of his 

illiterate Sea-faring men would have been ashamed to put his name to [it].”5

Looking at Staehlin’s map, it is easy to see why Cook was frustrated. With almost 

no resemblance to reality, the map shows the Alaska region broken up into many inlands 

of varying sizes, including one labeled “Alaschka” that lies between Asia and America, 

occupying a large portion of the Bering Sea, surrounded on both sides by straits leading 

directly into the Arctic Ocean. Other scattered islands crowd the water, providing myriad 

obstacles to a straight course.

As Daniel Boorstin explains in The Discoverers, the “farther man went out to sea, 

the less the opportunity or the temptation to be seduced by literary sources. For the sea 

had no memory. While the topography of the land remained servile to the written word, 

to rumor, to myth, and tradition, the seascape remained the realm of freedom, freedom to 

learn from experience, to be guided by fact, and to increase knowledge.”6 Despite the 

potential of the sea to engender the truth, the freedom of the sea also gave cartographers 

the freedom to invent lands and oceans that did not exist.

Cook was the first to venture to places only dreamed of by mapmakers, and much 

of the success of his voyages was due to his disproving the speculative geography of 

others. As John Douglas states “The fictions of speculative geographers in the Southern 

hemisphere have been continents; in the Northern hemisphere, they have been seas.” 

Douglas further reflects “It may be observed, therefore, that if Captain Cook in his first

5 Cook, Journals, 456.
6 Boorstin, 148.



voyages annihilated imaginary Southern lands, he has made amends for the havock, in his 

third voyage, by annihilating imaginary Northern seas.. ,”7

A primary purpose of Cook’s first two voyages was seeking out or disproving the 

existence of the mythical Great Southern Continent, which offered “untold opportunities 

for European settlement and exploitation,”8 and had its base in ancient Greece.

Pomponius Mela, A.D. 43, depicted a southern continent so large that Ceylon is its 

northern tip. Maps based on Ptolemy’s speculations showed a vast Antarctic continent 

called “Unknown Land according to Ptolemy.” Abraham Ortelius’s Theatrum Orbis 

Terrarum, the first modem atlas, showed the whole South Polar area covered by Terra 

Australis nondum cognita (the Southern Continent not yet discovered). At the beginning 

of the seventeenth century, mapmakers copied each other, depicting this land vaguely, 

almost reaching the equator—it was “embellished precisely because it could not yet be 

disproved.” With each voyage that passed through water where this land was supposed to 

be, its outline was adjusted to the beginning of the still unexplored territory—the 

unknown could only be discovered by clearly marking the boundaries of the known.9 As 

Boorstin explains, as long as “the existence and precise location of the Great South Land 

were legendary, the explorer had to scour all conceivable places.. .before he dared assert 

that it would never be discovered.”10 Cook did just that on his first two Pacific voyages.

7 John Douglas, “Introduction,” A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean, by James Cook and James King (London, 
1784), I, xlvi.
8 Glyndwr Williams, Voyages o f Delusion: The Northwest Passage in the Age o f Reason (London: 
HarperCollins, 2002), 9.
9 Boorstin, 278-279.
10 Ibid., 282.



Like his first two voyages, Cook’s third also had a “focused assignment.. .on the 

frontiers of myth, hope and geography.” 11 On this voyage, Cook was charged with 

finding a northwest passage—if such a seaway existed—a quest that had enticed 

explorers ever since the discovery of America. Cook’s success in the myth-ridden Pacific 

suggested that he was the man for the job.

Cook waged a never-ending battle with mythical lands—and ocean passages— 

that did not exist. As Glyndwr Williams explains in his essay on Cook’s war against 

“Theoretical Geography,” on all three voyages he sailed through water “where 

cartographers had suggested solid land,” and demonstrated that the cartographers’ “straits 

were closed, their land bridges were open, and that only their imaginations were 

unbounded.”12 The charts Cook produced on these voyages replaced speculation with 

reality, depicting in the southern hemisphere Antarctica’s great ice barrier, the 

relationship among Australia, New Zealand, and New Guinea, and the position of many 

other islands. In the northern hemisphere Cook placed on a map for the first time the 

outline of the mainland coast of northwest America from Cross Sound to Icy Cape, 

approximately the extent of present-day Alaska.

Cook’s revelation of the true size, shape, and extent of Alaska, as Williams 

claims, was a remarkable achievement “in a short season of exploration many thousands 

of miles from home.”13 The third voyage showed that between the farthest north of the 

Spaniards and the farthest east of the Russians lay a continental land mass. The existence

6

11 Ibid., 288.
12 Williams, “Myth and Reality,” 59.
13 Williams, “Alaska Revealed,” 69.



of Cook’s “great northern continent” called Alaska also proved that there was no 

Northwest Passage—at least none useable by sailing ships. Thus, the Pacific “emerged 

from the mist behind which guesswork and fantasy had flourished; within the space of a 

few years it moved from the world of Telemaque and Gulliver to that of James Cook, 

professional explorer.”14

To appreciate fully the extent of what Cook and his men accomplished on their 

three epic voyages, one must understand the strange, illusionary worlds created over the 

centuries that they encountered and the peculiar maps that stood in the way of their 

pursuit of the truth. The story of cartographic assumptions of Alaska before Cook’s third 

voyage is characterized by repeated revival and retesting of speculative hypotheses 

already discredited; of, in R.A. Skelton’s words, “the vanity of geographers holding to 

theories and the conservative influence of maps which gave these theories a deceptive 

appearance of certainty”15; and of the force of geographic myths and the power of 

mapmakers to perpetuate them. It is the story of nations racing for discovery and control 

of a northwest passage and possession of unclaimed territory, and of the men who did 

those nations’ bidding. Finally, it is the story of the imagination and courage of 

mapmakers venturing into the unknown in their minds and on their maps and of explorers 

venturing into the unknown of the treacherous sea, often armed with little more than an 

inchoate sense of what might be encountered and discovered along the way.

14 Williams, “Myth and Reality,” 59.
15 R.A. Skelton, “Looking at an Early Map,” in The Annual Public Lecture on Books and Bibliography 
(Lawrence: University of Kansas Libraries, 1965), 29.



It was fa r  more difficult to imagine the unknown than 
to chart the outlines o f what people imagined that they 
knew.X(>

8

CHAPTER ONE -  Theoretical Cartography: Putting America, and the North 
Pacific Region, on the Map

The bizarre chart upon which Cook relied so heavily on his third voyage, Jacob 

von Staehlin’s 1774 map, was just one more in a long line of speculations about the true 

shape and size of the world. Previous to the voyages of Christopher Columbus and John 

Cabot, the existence of what we call the Pacific Ocean and the continents of North and 

South America were unknown to Europeans. In a world that knew nothing in reality 

about the largest ocean on the globe and two entire continents, it was hardly surprising 

that depictions of what we call Alaska were figments and fragments of the European 

imagination.

Unknown geography led to imaginary cartography to fill the void; speculative 

maps were the only source of information for interested parties, potential explorers and 

imitative mapmakers. Mapmakers, and even misguided explorers, perpetuated the 

authenticity of inauthentic geographic information; thus, legends were bom that 

sometimes lived on for centuries.

Given the dearth of actual experience in the North Pacific, the nature of 

cartographic assumptions about Alaska ranged from wild guesses to complete blanks. In 

order to appreciate the importance of Cook’s accomplishments in the North Pacific in the

16 Boorstin, 99.



eighteenth century and those of the Russians who preceded him, the incomplete, garbled, 

and false nature of most geographical knowledge until that time must be considered.17

Previous to the eighteenth century, three major myths dominated cartographic 

depictions of what we now know to be northwestern North America: America as an 

eastward extension of Asia; America as separated from Asia by a navigable “Strait of 

Anian” that either was itself the Northwest Passage or least the gateway to one; and 

America as separated from Asia, but with islands crowding the waters between the 

continents.

No American Continent

Martin Behaim’s 1492 globe (Fig. 2), completed while Columbus was still at sea, 

represented the European conception of the world before Columbus’s discovery. This 

globe showed one sea stretching between Europe and Asia, with no continental land mass 

in its waters.18

Previous to the fifteenth century, the ocean was thought to lead nowhere— 

anywhere one might need to go could be reached by land. However, as Daniel Boorstin 

explains, “in the next centuries people would see that it led everywhere. Only gradually, 

in the course of the fifteenth century, did ‘Ocean’ come to have this revolutionary 

modem significance.” Boorstin continues, explaining that the Atlantic Ocean—the sea 

route to India—“would have to be opened in men’s minds, and on their maps, before it

9

17 Stuart R. Tompkins and Max L. Moorhead, “Russia’s Approach to America: Part II—From Spanish 
Sources, 1761-1775,” British Columbia Historical Quarterly 13, nos. 3 and 4 (1949): 253.
18 Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas o f  the North Pacific Ocean: Maps o f  Discovery and Scientific 
Exploration, 1500-2000 (Seattle: Sasquatch Books, 2001), 9.



could be traversed in ships. And so it was. The openings in the mind preceded and made 

possible the struggle for the openings on the sea.”19

Fig. 2: Geographische Vorstelling eines Globi, welchen Anno 1492, drawing by Johan Doppelmayer, 1730, 
of the Martin Behaim 1492 globe, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 9.

North America as an Eastward Extension of Asia

The voyages of Columbus and Cabot revealed to the world that land did exist in 

the known ocean and that it was closer to Europe than previously thought. Mapmakers 

still believed, however, that this land was simply an eastward extension of Asia, jutting

19 Boorstin, 154.



out in the ocean between Asia and Europe. As Marvin Falk explains, a common concept 

of the New World was that there was not much room for it.20 Ptolemy’s second-century 

A.D. work, Geography, which calculated Asia’s eastward extension far beyond its actual 

dimensions and depicted the extent of what was still unknown—the part of the world 

between the eastern tip of Asia and the western tip of Europe—as being insignificant in 

size.21 This conception was depicted on Giovanni Contarini’s 1506 world map (Fig. 3), 

which reflected the understanding of the era that when Columbus and Cabot reached 

land, they had reached Asia. This is considered the first map to depict any part of the land 

that is now known as North America.22

Fig. 3: Giovanni Contarini, 1506, world map, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 10.

20 Marvin W. Falk, “Maps of the North Pacific to 1741,” in Bering and Chirikov: The American Voyages 
and Their Impact, ed. O.W. Frost (Anchorage: Alaska Historical Society, 1992), 129.
21 Boorstin, 99.
22 Hayes, North Pacific, 10.



The conception of America as simply an eastward extension of Asia would persist 

for generations after Columbus. For instance, Paolo Forlani’s 1562 map (Fig. 4) (copied 

from Giacomo Gastaldi’s 1546 map), showed the Pacific Ocean as merely a large gulf, 

with Asia and North America as its shores.

Fig. 4: Paolo Forlani, 1562, Universale Descrittione di tutta la terra conosciuta fin  qui, from Library and 
Archives Canada, <www.collectionscanada.ca> (3 April 2006).

The North American Continent Appears

The years immediately following the discovery of the New World were rampant 

with geographic speculation. Every new discovery fed the public demand for world maps

http://www.collectionscanada.ca


depicting regions that had been unknown. Any mapmaker who chose to show the whole 

surface of the earth had a choice—leave the unexplored regions blank or fill them in with 

speculation. Speculation was almost invariably the preferred alternative. Boorstin posits 

“the cartographer’s greatest act of self-control was to leave part of the earth blank... .For 

most of history the human mind has abhorred a vacuum, and preferred myths and 

fictitious facts to the label ‘Terra Incognita.’ How could people, especially the ‘learned,’ 

be awakened to a willing confession of ignorance?”23

Martin Waldseemuller’s 1507 world map (Fig. 5) was the first to depict what 

would come to be known as the Pacific Ocean and the first to use the term “America” on 

a map. Waldseemuller based his charts on Amerigo Vespucci’s narratives of his New 

World explorations, combined with the Old World of Ptolemy. Waldseemuller’s map 

made a bold statement, showing the American land mass separate from Asia. This map 

showed the western coastline of both the northern and southern American continents, 

designated as terra ultra incognita (land beyond here unknown), with a sea in between 

the continents and mountains on the America west coast, although as of 1507 no 

European had penetrated the American west or northwest coasts.

Waldseemuller’s depictions would have a lasting effect on geographical 

thought.24 These maps were woodcuts—printed maps—and therefore much more widely 

disseminated than previous hand copied manuscript maps. Approximately 1,000 copies

23 Boorstin, 151.
24 Alexei V. Postnikov, The Mapping o f  Russian America: A History o f  Russian-American Contacts in 
Cartography (Milwaukee, Wis.: American Geographical Society Collection of the Golda Meir Library, 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 1995), 1.



were made; thus, they were relatively easy for other cartographers to reproduce. “[I]t is 

reasonable to suppose that,” as E.L. Stevenson states, the maps “found their way into all 

sections of the countries in which an interest was taken in maritime discovery.”

14
25

Fig. 5: Martin Waldseemuller, 1507, Universalis Cosmographia Secundum Ptholomei Traditionem e Et 
Americi Vespucci Aliorum Lustrationes, from Library of Congress Geography and Map Reading Room, 
<www.loc.gov/rr/geomap> (1 April 2006).

Strait of Anian

After Magellan discovered a southwest passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific in 

1520, the existence of a northwest passage came to be considered necessary to preserve

25 Hayes, North Pacific, 10-11.
26 E.L. Stevenson, “Martin Waldseemuller and the Early Lusitano-Germanic Cartography of the New 
World,” Bulletin o f the American Geographical Society 36, no. 4 (1904): 206.

http://www.loc.gov/rr/geomap


an approximate mirror image and perfect balance between the northern and southern

hemispheres, based on the premise of symmetry in a universe created by God.27

Believing as a tenant of faith that the Northwest Passage had to exist, it logically

followed therefore, that there must be a separation between Asia and America. The

dutiful depiction of the Northwest Passage on map after map served repeatedly to affirm

and reaffirm the conviction that the Northwest Passage did exist.

Numerous accounts of voyages through the Northwest Passage began to circulate,

and Wagner explains “As an outcome of these numerous legends, the Strait of Anian was

invented.” The strait’s invention is attributed to Giacomo Gastaldi’s 1562 pamphlet, in

which he extracted information about “Anian” from one of Marco Polo’s stories, despite

the fact that Polo’s Anian was not a strait, nor was it described to be anywhere near the

location assigned by Gastaldi, which was north of China between the Asian and North

American continents. Godfrey Sykes suggests

it is easy to understand how the geographers of 250 years [after 
Polo’s voyage], searching the text of the good Messer Marco for 
verification of new discoveries in and rumors about this borderland 
betwixt East and West, might be attracted by so alluring an opening, 
and so ignore the inference, plain enough to modem eyes, that the 
description fitted a region much further to the south.28

As Derek Hayes postulates, “The idea of a route around southern Africa to the Indies had

been equally speculative the previous century and had proved to be correct, so why not

the Strait of Anian, and perhaps a northwest passage, itself a route to the Indies.”29

27 Robert R. Owens, “The Myth of Anian,” Journal o f  the History o f Ideas 36, no. 1 (1975): 135.
28 Henry R. Wagner, Apocryphal Voyages to the Northwest Coast o f America (Worcester, Mass.: American 
Antiquarian Society, 1931), 5-6; Godfrey Sykes, “The Mythical Straits of Anian,” Bulletin o f  the America 
Geographical Society 47, no. 3(1915): 164.

15



The existence of Anian, Owens expounds “was important chiefly to those who, at 

least in their imagination, traveled west from Europe to the Americas and beyond.”30 

After all, whoever pushed through this strait had the possibility to secure considerable 

power, authority, and prestige for their country. The Strait of Anian carried immense 

political and commercial significance, potentially allowing easier administration of the 

Pacific from Europe, excusing sailors from the long, arduous trip around Cape Horn, and 

possibly offering a source of incredible wealth.

The first known map in which the Strait of Anian appeared was Bolognini 

Zaltieri’s 1566 map {Fig. 6), which has been attributed by some to Paolo Forlani rather 

than Zaltieri. This map depicted Anian as a long strait separating North America and 

Asia. Interestingly, the map also showed “Quivira” on the shores of Anian, just south of 

“Terra Incognita.” This land, reputedly rich in gold, had been sought in 1540 by 

Francisco Vasquez de Coronado, though in the region of today’s Kansas. Many maps 

after Zaltieri’s depicted Quivira in the region of today’s Alaska, as had Zaltieri’s.31

The earliest claim of physical discovery of the strait, now regarded as “almost 

certainly fraudulent,” was made by Lorenzo Ferrer de Maldonado of Spain in 15 8 8.32 His 

map, as analyzed by Emerson Fite and Archibald Freeman, was clearly a copy of 

Zaltieri’s.33 The next explorer to claim discovery of the strait to a northwest passage was

29 Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas o f British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest: Maps o f Exploration 
(Vancouver: Cavendish Books, 1999), 10; Emerson D. Fite and Archibald Freeman, A Book o f Old Maps 
Delineating American History from the Earliest Days down to the Close o f the Revolutionary War (New 
York: Dover, 1969), 73.
30 Owens, 136.
31 Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 10.
32 Owens, 135-136.
33 Fite and Freeman, 73.
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Juan de Fuca, “who is supposed to have told the English merchant and explorer Michael 

Lok that in 1592 he sailed a broad sea east from the Pacific at about 47 or 48 degrees of 

latitude.” Owens assesses de Fuca’s discovery thusly: “This claim too was fraudulent, 

except that he may have found the strait at 48 degrees, [sic] leading into the Puget Sound 

that now bears de Fuca’s name. Anian, then, had no proved existence when the name first 

appeared on maps in the sixteenth century.”34
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Fig. 6: Bolognini Zaltieri, 1566, part of world map, from Osher Map Library and Smith Center for 
Cartographic Education, University of South Maine, <www.usm.maine.edu/~maps/> (2 April 2006).

34 Owens, 136; Fite and Freeman, 73.

http://www.usm.maine.edu/~maps/


While explorers were seeking or pretending to have found the strait, mapmakers 

including Abraham Ortelius, Gerard Mercator, and Joducus Hondius, considered three of 

the most prominent, influential cartographers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 

were including Anian on their maps, as either a strait or a land area. Owens explains that 

because “their maps were widely printed and were copied promiscuously and more or 

less accurately by their contemporaries, one result was that educated men saw the earth, 

physically, through the maps of these three men.” Owens continues “A map carefully 

drawn appears to be a rational representation of some order of physical reality, and to a 

considerable extent the maps of the best cartographers of the sixteenth century engaged 

the confidence of those viewing them.” Consequently, the representations of northwest 

America, “drawn with self-assurance” by Mercator, Hondius, and Ortelius “must have 

seemed very convincing.”

Abraham Ortelius published Theatrum Orbis Terrarum in 1570. This work is 

considered the first true atlas in the modem sense: a collection of uniform map sheets and 

sustaining text bound to form a book for which copper printing plates were specifically 

engraved. The atlas appeared in forty-two editions and seven languages between 1570 

and 1612. One unique feature of this book was that at a time when cartographers copied 

from the work of others without attribution, Ortelius credited ninety-one sources. Another 

unique feature that contributed to the credibility of his maps—and of Mercators’ and 

Hondius’—was the provision of considerable details. Ortelius included in his depiction of 

western North America an irregular coastline, rivers, mountains, and towns. As Owens
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explains “It would have seemed foolish in the sixteenth century not to accept the map as 

accurate and Anian stands out vivid and convincing, the northernmost location on the 

Pacific Coast of North America.” This map (Fig. 7) showed Quivira as a southern 

kingdom (Quivira regnum) and Anian as a northern kingdom (Anian regnum). The strait 

west of the coast of Anian regnum was a major extension of the Pacific Ocean leading to 

a “clear and indisputable” northwest passage with “not a hint of the trials and tribulations 

that might greet a sailor in those parts.”37

Fig. 7: Abraham Ortelius, 1570, Typus Orbis Terr arum, from Library of Congress Geography and Map 
Reading Room, <www.loc.gov/rr/geomap> (1 April 2006).

36 Owens, 137.
37 Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas o f the Arctic (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003), 12.

http://www.loc.gov/rr/geomap


Mercator’s 1569 map showed the Strait of Anian and an open northwest passage 

between a North American landmass and an Arctic landmass. In 1587, Rumold Mercator, 

Gerard Mercator’s son, produced a map with the shape of North America derived from 

his father’s 1569 map (Fig. 8). Hayes posits that the shape of the coast was also copied 

by others, perhaps including Mercator’s friend Ortelius, although “In reality, as was 

common at the time, it is not clear who copied whom. Certainly the elder Mercator was 

greatly respected in his day, and thus his maps were often not questioned the way they 

perhaps should have been.”

Fig. 8: Rumold Mercator, 1587, Orbis Terrrae Compendiosa Description from Library of Congress 
Geography and Map Reading Room, <www.loc.gov/rr/geomap> (1 April 2006).

38 Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 14.

http://www.loc.gov/rr/geomap


Hondius, also a colleague of the Mercators—he took over the Mercator map- 

publishing business at the end of the sixteenth century—placed Anian on the North 

American coastline in his 1589 map (Fig. 9). The adjacent strait extended almost to 

latitude 80 degrees north before leading into a channel east across North America. This 

map did show evidence of actual exploration, reinforcing its validity, in the form of 

tracking the courses of Drake and Cavendish.

Fig. 9: Joducus Hondius, 1589, Vera Totius Expeditions Nauticae description D. Franc. Draci....Addita est 
etiam viva delineation navigations Thomea Caundish..., from Library of Congress Geography and Map 
Reading Room, <www.loc.gov/rr/geomap> (1 April 2006).

http://www.loc.gov/rr/geomap


After the publication of Ortelius’s, Mercator’s, and Hondius’s world maps, most 

mapmakers incorporated a strait between Asia and America into their maps (Fig. 10). 

Although maps and mapmakers “were plentiful during the latter part of the sixteenth 

century,” according to Sykes, “all geographers were in fair accord regarding the existence 

of a strait.”39 With little real information available, mapmakers frequently copied each 

other, and the speculations made by one mapmaker, imitated by other mapmakers, 

became indisputable truths.

Fig. 10: Cornelius de Jode, 1593, Hemispheriu Ab Aequinoctiali Linea, Ad Circulu Poli Arctici...Poli 
Atarctici, from Osher Map Library and Smith Center for Cartographic Education, University of South 
Maine, <www.usm.maine.edu/~maps/> (2 April 2006).

39 Sykes, 166.

http://www.usm.maine.edu/~maps/


Fact or not, the myth of Anian was retained on maps into the eighteenth century. 

One interesting example appeared in a work of fiction in 1726. As Hayes explains, the 

novelist Jonathan Swift “used the lack of real knowledge of the northwest coast to 

construct his own version” in his novel Gulliver’s Travels, which included a map (Fig. 

11) “based on supposed reality but merging into fantasy north of what was known, for 

that was where he placed his land of the giants, Brobdingnag,” in the approximate 

location of Alaska. South of Brobdingnag, not in the location of Bering Strait, but near 

today’s San Francisco, Swift placed the Straits of Anian.40 Owens comments that this 

“very late depicting of Anian distant from the location most commonly selected serves as 

a reminder that Anian was always a most curious and interesting fiction.”41

Fig. 11: Jonathan Swift, 1726, A Voyage to Brobdingnag, from Gulliver's Travels and Other 
Works by Jonathan Swift, ed. Henry Morely (London: Routledge and Sons, 1906), 108.

40 Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 19.
41 Owens, 138.



Exaggerated Islands

With the attention of mythmakers and imaginary geographers focused on the 

Pacific Ocean, in time maps of the North Pacific became filled with speculative details 

including myriad islands and shores that did not exist. Wagner explains “numerous 

legends arose to entertain the credulous, frequently nothing but distortions of some 

historical or geographical fact.”42 In 1643, Maerten Vries sailed for the Dutch East India 

Company to look for some fabled islands of silver and gold. On his trip he discovered the 

Kurile Islands. Thinking one of the islands was part of a continent, he named it 

Companies Landt after his employer. His depiction of Company Land may be the most 

enduring exaggeration of all in the North Pacific (Fig. 12). For years thereafter, other 

mapmakers imitated Vries’s information, often adding their own interpretations (Figs. 13, 

14, 15). Company Land was often depicted as a vast continent stretching across the 

ocean, sometimes with a suitable bank on its eastern end for a northwest passage. 

Different mapmakers assigned a variety of names to Company Land: Terra Essonis, Eso, 

Yedso, or Yeso (derived from the belief that the land was part of Yesso, the ancient name 

for Hokkaido). The “mythical continent” was sometimes labeled Gama Land, derived 

from Joao da Gama’s 3 voyage around 1590 from Macao to Acapulco. Blown off course, 

he reported seeing land somewhere in the North Pacific. Gama Land was particularly 

persistent, showing up on maps and directing the course of expeditions for the next two

44centuries.
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42 Wagner, 4-5.
43 Also known as Juan de Gama.
44 Hayes, North Pacific, 58.
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Fig. 12: Maerten Vries, cl643, map of Japan and the Kurile Islands, including Company Land, from Hayes, 
North Pacific Ocean, 37.



Fig. 13: Johannes van Keulen, 1700, map of the Pacific Ocean, from Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas o f  
British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest: Maps o f Exploration (Vancouver: Cavendish Books, 1999), 
18.

Fig. 14: Hudson’s Bay Company, 1749, part of North America with Hudson’s Bay and Straights Anno 
1748, from Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas o f the Arctic (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003), 48.



Fig. 15: Carolus Allard, 1700, part of Recentissima Novi Orbis sive Americae Septentrionalis et 
Meridionalis Tabula, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 46.



Over the centuries, mapmakers had, for a variety of reasons, placed land where 

none existed, in the form of imaginative lands, exaggerated lands, and mistaken lands.

Not all cartographers fell prey to this temptation. Some chose what Boorstin calls the 

cartographer s greatest act of self-control” and left the region of northwestern America 

blank. Others resorted to filling up the empty voids with large decorative cartouches, 

sometimes using them to hint at the possibilities.45 As Hubert Howe Bancroft explains, 

official chart makers and “the most competent geographers” generally were content to 

record exclusively the results of actual exploration, leaving a blank space where 

exploration had not yet occurred.46 Many of the cartographers mentioned previously, 

including Mercator, Hondius, and Ortelius, produced a great many maps that left 

northwestern America blank. However, the same cartographers also made maps 

employing speculative imagery in the region instead of blanks, hence the persistence of 

cartographic conceptions like America connected to Asia, the Strait of Anian, and Gama 

Land.

The nature of printing contributed to the perpetuation of geographic ideas, even 

ones later shown by expeditions to be false. The heavy investment of atlas publishers in 

their printing plates helped to keep old maps in circulation, and not just as mere historical 

facsimiles. “Even after those plates had been made obsolete by recent geographic 

discoveries, Boorstin explains, “they were used, sometimes alongside newer maps

28

45 For more on the use of the cartouche as the “index to popular conceptions about the land,” see Martin 
Bruckner, The Geographic Revolution in Early America: Maps, Literacy, & National Identity (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 62-74.
46 Hubert Howe Bancroft, History o f  Alaska, 1730-1885 (San Francisco: Bancroft & Co., 1886), 33.



which contradicted them,”47 offered as two possibilities of reality, each equally plausible. 

Skelton concurs, explaining that throughout the sixteenth century, map publishers 

“printed side by side the maps of the Ptolemaic world, derived from those in Byzantine 

manuscripts, and ‘modem’ maps incorporating the latest geographical information of 

hypothesis.” While the printing press for books and maps did so much to spread 

knowledge about the world, it also was therefore a great disseminator of falsehoods, 

giving unexpected longevity to geographical myths with its power of fixing visual images 

on the popular mind. This phenomenon would have a more resounding impact as nations 

ventured by ship into the unknown. As Williams explains, “hopeful excitement 

engendered by the fantasies of the scholars of Europe gave an undoubted stimulus to 

exploration, but the imaginative detail of their maps often exerted a perverse, even 

malign, influence on the tracks of the discovery expeditions.”49
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47 Boorstin, 156.
48 Skelton, 1.
49 Williams, “Myth and Reality,” 78-79.



Men will travel fa r  when they can see far, and they will 
pursue a chimera more eagerly than they will a fact.50

CHAPTER TWO -  Experiential Cartography: Russia Reaches Out

By the early eighteenth century, maps tended to reflect most of the world quite 

accurately, except for a few gaping holes. Besides the interior of Africa, Antarctica, and 

Australia, the most obvious blank remained the North Pacific. Western North America, 

the part of the world most remote to European explorers, exploiters, and colonizers, was a 

mystery.

Solving this mystery gained importance as explorers slowly realized the massive 

extent of America and desired a sea route that would take them through or around the 

continent. Travel from western Europe to the North Pacific involved a long and arduous 

voyage around the southern tip of South America or through the Straits of Magellan; 

eastward around the southern tip of Africa, across the Indian Ocean, then across the 

Pacific Ocean to the north; or by crossing the Panama isthmus, which involved 

transferring from sea to land to sea.51

Russia was the closest European empire to western North America and thus was 

the first European nation to venture with intent into the region. While Russian settlers, 

traders, and independent explorers, especially those from northeastern Siberia, had been 

traveling in the region for years and knew about the existence of the American
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50 Jeanette Mirsky, To the Arctic!: The Story o f  Northern Exploration from Earliest Times (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1970), 25.
51 Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 7.



continent,52 this information likely did not reach Moscow. Oftentimes information that 

did reach Moscow was disregarded. At the turn of the eighteenth century, under Peter the 

Great’s plans for expansion of the Russian empire, official government expeditions to the 

region increased in number. Objectives for expeditions shifted from collecting taxes to 

exploration and mapping. Thus began a new phase of mapping, in which Russia extended 

her boundaries literally and figuratively in the endeavor to define the relationship 

between the Asian and American continents, with expeditions inspired and guided by 

speculative maps in turn inspiring new maps based on both speculation and experience. 

Dezhnev Expedition

Russia could have demonstrated the true geographic situation of the Asian and 

American continents—at least regarding a waterway between Siberia and America—if 

Semen Dezhnev’s report describing rounding East Cape had not been misplaced. In 1648, 

nine years after the first Russians reached the Pacific Ocean,53 Dezhnev and another 

Cossack, Fedot Alexeev, traveled from the mouth of the Kolyma River, which flows into 

the Arctic Ocean, around the Chukotsk Peninsula to the Anadyr River, which flows into 

the Bering Sea. They were likely the first westerners to pass through Bering Strait, 

accomplishing what William R. Hunt regards as “one of the more outstanding
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52 Lydia T. Black, “Promyshlenniki.. .Who Were They?,” in Bering and Chirikov: The American Voyages 
and Their Impact, ed. O.W. Frost (Anchorage: Alaska Historical Society, 1992), 279.
53 Dimitri Lebedev and Vadim Grekov, “Geographical Exploration by the Russians,” in The Pacific Basin: 
A History o f Its Geographical Exploration, ed. Herman Ralph Friis (New York: American Geographical 
Society, 1967), 170.



geographical discoveries of the century”; however, with no follow-up of the expedition’s 

findings, its achievements were not brought to lasting notice until a century later.54

While information about Dezhnev’s accomplishment may not have reached the 

Russian capital, evidence exists that it was disseminated through northern Siberia and 

northern Russia,55 including finding its way into the hands of mapmakers. Alexei 

Postnikov offers two maps of Siberia dating from 1667 and 1673 as “conclusive proof’ 

that the knowledge was extant. Petr Godunov’s 1667 map depicted a vast area east of the 

Volga and Pechora rivers, including Siberia and the country’s far-east, with a defined 

coastline. The 1673 map, of unknown authorship, depicted similar information and its 

legend contains a confirmation that other expeditions modeled on Dezhnev’s had been 

attempted.56 Breitfuss cites the Godunov map as a piece of the first investigatory data in 

cartography collected by the Russian conquerors of Siberia and states that the map soon 

became known in Western Europe.57

According to Hayes, the first published map to include information about 

Dezhnev’s voyage was made by Nicholaas Witsen, a Dutchman, who had visited 

Moscow in 1665 and obtained sufficient geographical information to produce a four- 

sheet map of Russia. Hayes asserts that some of Witsen’s correspondence contains 

knowledge of Dezhnev’s voyage.58 Despite this knowledge, Witsen’s 1687 map {Fig. 16)

54 William R. Hunt, Arctic Passage: The Turbulent History o f the Land and People o f  the Bering Sea, 
1697-1975 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1975), 8.
55 Raymond H. Fisher, “Finding America,” in An Alaska Anthology: Interpreting the Past, eds. Stephen W. 
Haycox and Mary Childers Mangusso (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1996), 10.
56 Postnikov, 3.
57 L. Breitfuss, “Early Maps of North-Eastern Asia and the Lands around the North Pacific: Controversy 
between G.F. Muller and N. Delisle,” Imago Mundi 3 (1931): 87.
58 Hayes, North Pacific, 43.
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suggests a land connection between Asia and America by way of Juan de Gama Land on 

one promontory extending in the direction of the Pacific Ocean and another connection 

via a promontory extending in the direction of the Arctic Ocean.

Fig. 16: Nicholaas Witsen, 1687, part of Niewe Lantkaerte van het Noorder en Ooster deel van 
Asia, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 43.



Postnikov calls Witsen’s map “the most influential for the future development of 

Siberia’s depiction on foreign maps.”59 According to Breitfuss, Witsen’s maps, although 

not particularly accurate in regard to a land connection or to the American continent, 

represented some of the best of all the foreign maps based on the Russian original 

sources, at least in depicting Siberia. Breitfuss also regards Witsen’s maps as having been 

highly influential.60 This map would provide Peter the Great with solid evidence to 

disregard any information he may have had about Dezhnev’s voyage and its meaning. In 

1697, Witsen defended his 1687 map in a discussion he had with Peter the Great, 

although apparently Witsen covered his bases by also mentioning that Gama Land might 

be an island or perhaps an American peninsula, instead.61

Russia’s geographic proximity was paired with Peter the Great’s desire to expand 

his empire and his aspirations to meet western European standards of modernization, both 

scientifically and militarily.62 Unable to answer queries about the extent of northeastern 

Siberia and the mysterious lands of North America which lay somewhere off in the 

distance even further to the east, Peter the Great felt strongly that the geographical 

mysteries of the eastern realm needed to be solved. Of specific concern was the existence 

of a northern passage between the Pacific and the Atlantic, and the related question of 

whether Asia and America were joined anywhere or were entirely separated from each 

other. Peter also was challenged by British and Dutch attempts to find a northern passage

59 Postnikov, 3.
60 Breitfuss, 87.
61 Fisher, “Finding America,” 5.
62 According to Frost, Peter endeavored to gather all available capital by taxation to build up his army and 
navy and modernize with imported Western technology and leadership. Orcutt Frost, Bering: The Russian 
Discovery o f  America (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), 25.

34



from the Atlantic to the Pacific.63 Perhaps the Russians could be successful in that quest 

from the Pacific; glory and possibly the domination of an important trade route could be 

the results of such a discovery.64

Consequently, Peter initiated a series of expeditions to answer these questions. An 

additional motive was intrinsic in Peter’s plans for an expanding Russian empire, which 

would require accurate maps; thus the state spent a great deal of money and effort in 

creating surveys.65 From the start of exploration in Siberia and the North Pacific region, 

Russians, usually promyshlenniki (fur hunters) with no training in surveying or 

mapmaking, had produced maps of their findings, although these maps were seldom 

published or widely distributed. Significantly and detrimentally, in addition to 

disregarding any information he may have had about Dezhnev’s discovery, Peter 

repeatedly dismissed information from the promyshlenniki and that gathered by Cossacks 

who had returned after reaching Kamchatka, having discussed geography with the 

Chukchis they met. According to Postnikov, this geographical information included 

numerous facts learned by Russian zemleprokhodzy (trail blazers) from Chukchi and

35

63 Frost explains that Peter knew that English and Dutch attempts were imminent, as follow-ups to Sir 
Francis Drake’s and Maarten Vries’ expeditions, respectively. Also, when Peter visited France in 1717, the 
French had proposed to Peter that they send an exploratory expedition to northeast Asia. Frost, Bering, 29- 
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Eskimo peoples regarding the existence of a Bol ’shaiy Zemliy (mainland) beyond the 

Chukotski Peninsula, confirming that the Asian and American continents were not 

connected.66

Under Peter the Great, mapmaking became more organized and technical, 

especially with his establishment in 1701 of the School of Navigation to train geodesists 

and navigators in mapmaking skills.67 L. Breitfuss describes the creation of the school 

for geodesists and Peter’s ordering that maps be made as a “decisive impetus to the 

development of Russian cartography and especially to the solution of the question 

whether Asia and America are joined together.”68 Several expeditions were initiated, 

many of which were charged with producing maps.

Atlasov Expedition

One significant map made during this period was that of Ivan Lvov, commandant 

at Anadyr from 1710-1714. Lvov’s map (Fig. 17) was based on Vladimir Atlasov’s 

expedition in 1697, in which Atlasov led 100 soldiers, conveyed by reindeer, to the east 

coast of Kamchatka,69 collecting taxes enroute in the form of sable or fox pelts. From 

Cape Lopatka, the southernmost tip of the Kamchatka Peninsula, Atlasov sailed to the 

nearest Kurile Island.70 Atlasov came back with Native information about some island or
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68 Breitfuss, 89.
69 Postnikov, 4; Hunt, Arctic Passage, 2.
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“Great Land” off the Chukotski Peninsula. Atlasov’s information was confirmed by a 

report made to Lvov by Petr Popov, who in 1711, after collecting taxes from the Chukchi 

at the mouth of the Anadyr River, proceeded to what is now called Cape Dezhnev. At 

Cape Dezhnev, Popov was told about an island opposite the cape: “There are sharp- 

toothed people on that island. They have false teeth from the walrus and they have many 

fur-bearing animals—martens, sables, fox (including Arctic fox), wolves, polar bears and

71sea otter. It has great forests, and the Chukchi call that island ‘Big Land.’”

Fig. 17: Ivan Lvov, 1710, part of Chukotski Peninsula, islands, and landmass, from Alexei V. 
Postnikov, The Mapping o f Russian America: A History o f Russian-American Contacts in 
Cartography (Milwaukee, Wis.: American Geographical Society Collection of the Golda Meir 
Library, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 1995), 4.

71 L.S. Berg, Otkrytie Kamchatki I ekspeditsii Berina, 1725-1742 [The Discovery of Kamchatka and the 
Bering Expeditions, 1725-1741] (Moscow and Leningrad: AN SSSR, 1946), 66, quoted in Shopotov, 152.



Lvov depicted the information from Atlasov and Popov on a map that includes the 

Anadyr area, the Chukotski Peninsula, Bering Strait, the Diomedes, and a landmass in the 

position of Alaska with the place name Kigin Eliat.12 Ethnographer Dorothy Jean Ray 

thinks Kigin Eliat corresponds to the Eskimo village Kingigan (present-day Wales on the 

Seward Peninsula), and that Kigin Eliat is undoubtedly mainland America.73

Frost asserts that what surely caught Peter’s attention about this map were three 

landforms north and east of the Bering Sea: two long parallel islands and the long 

peninsula identified as “Big Land,” emerging from the north and extending south of the 

parallel islands. Frost suggests “Peter might well ask, ‘Is this Big Land a part of North 

America?’ It might have been Lvov’s map that suggested to Peter the need to explore in 

this region.”74

Evreinov and Luzhin Expedition

According to Frost, Peter also had the first map depicting the actual shape of 

Kamchatka, made in 1721 by geodesists Ivan Evreinov and Fedor Luzhin.75 As part of 

Peter’s systematic effort to map all of Russia, in 1719, Evreinov and Luzhin were sent to 

explore and map southern Kamchatka and the Kurile Islands76 and to sail from 

Kamchatka to determine whether Asia and America were connected,77 perhaps by Juan
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de Gama Land.78 While it seems they did not discover whether a connection existed— 

Frost explains that they did not find even a hint about a link between Asia and America— 

they did reach the Kurile Islands, and depicted the islands and Kamchatka with 

“remarkable accuracy.”79 In May 1722, Evreinov presented Peter with a map of their 

findings (Fig. 18). This map and others were compiled and engraved by Johann Baptist 

Homann.80

Fig. 18: Ivan Evreinov, 1722, map of Kamchatka, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 44.

78 Raymond H. Fisher, “Russian Exploration in the North Pacific,” in Bering and Chirikov: The American 
Voyages and Their Impact, ed O.W. Frost (Anchorage: Alaska Historical Society, 1992), 140.
79 Frost, Bering, 35-36.
80 Umess, “Russian Mapping,” 132.



Whenever additional information about northeastern Siberia was gathered, 

cartographers produced new maps incorporating the newly gathered information. Johann 

Baptist Homann had published maps in 1707 {Fig. 19), depicting Vries’s Terra Yedso 

and Company Land, and in 1723 {Fig. 20), representing Evreinov and Luzhin’s 

expedition. In 1725, Homann published an atlas that included a map {Fig. 21) of 

Kamchatka, based on Lvov’s map of the Bering Strait area, and including some

information from his previous two maps, although mostly disregarding the Evreinov-

81Luzhin map. His chart of Kamchatka included two islands off the coast of Asia in a 

strait between Asia and a land designated as Incognita with no northern boundary 

demarcation. One of Homann’s maps, produced specifically in preparation for the First 

Kamchatka Expedition and included in the instructions for the expedition,82 depicted land 

east of Kamchatka, the “land which goes to the north”—Juan de Gama Land—for which 

the expedition was to look. This map was one of Homann’s based on Lvov’s 1710 map,83 

although given Vitus Bering’s later actions, it is unclear whether he interpreted Lvov’s, 

and subsequently Homann’s, “Big Land” as America.

81 Frost, Bering, 36.
82 Gerhard Friedrich Muller, Bering's Voyages: The Reports from Russia, ed. and trans. Carol Umess 
(Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 1986), 22-27.
83 Postnikov, 4.
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Fig. 20: Johann Baptist Homann, 1723, part of Generalis Totius Imperii Russorum, from 
Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 55.
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Fig. 21: Johann Baptist Homann, 1725, part o f Das Land Kamtzedelie soustJedso, from 
Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 56.



First Kamchatka Expedition

Scholars have long debated what exactly Peter the Great wanted from Vitus 

Bering and Alexei Chirikov on the First Kamchatka Expedition in 1728. The impetus for 

the expedition was exceedingly complex—it was not simply curiosity about the 

relationship of North America and Asia, but ultimately included a mixture of science, 

commerce, and imperial ambition.84 However, whatever his specific intentions or 

reasons, and whether Bering was looking for land—a connection between Asia and 

America—or a strait separating the continents that might lead to a northwest passage, it is 

safe to say that he was trying to define the relationship between the continents. 

Additionally, in mounting this expedition, Peter’s foremost concern was the achievement 

of accurate maps.8:>

Bering reached latitude 66 or 67 degrees north before he turned back after 

concluding that the land no longer went north, and apparently it was too foggy to see the
oz:

coast of America. Hence, Bering’s report stated that through latitude 66 or 67 degrees 

north, there was no land connection; any maps made from this expedition could only 

demonstrate that fact, not whether a land connection was in existence at all. Maps based 

on Bering’s first voyage, published in Europe, showed the eastern limit of Siberia at 

Bering Strait more accurately than ever before—certainly more accurately than the
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Homann map made to guide Bering87—but no sign of land across the water. Therefore, 

Bering and Chirikov were not successful in their goal of defining completely the 

relationship between the continents, as they could only verify it to a degree, nor were 

they successful in locating the North American continent.

Russia, like other countries at the time, had a strict policy of secrecy regarding the 

activities of expeditions, partly to guard against encroachment and competing claims by 

other European expeditions to the northwest coast.88 This policy was successful for a 

time—except for a small article in a St. Petersburg newspaper, no information escaped

SOfor several years. However, all but one of the members of the Russian Academy of 

Sciences involved in geographical work were foreigners, and Breitfuss considers it “no 

wonder that information regarding new discoveries very soon penetrated into Europe.”90 

One of the foreigners was French geographer and astronomer Joseph Delisle,91 who went 

so far as to send to Paris a copy of Bering’s 1730 map of Siberia.92 This map (Fig. 22), 

which showed part of St. Lawrence Island, appeared in Jean Baptiste Du Halde’s 

Description...de VEmpire de la Chine in 1735 along with an account of Bering’s 1728
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voyage.93 Delisle’s map was widely copied, and manuscript maps were presented to 

several European rulers.94 As Hayes explains, while Delisle was to later “feature large in 

future misleading maps of the north Pacific,” this map was reasonably accurate.95

Fig. 22: Joseph Delisle, 1730, part of A Map o f the Country which Capt. Beerings past through in 
his Journey from Tobolsk to Kamtschatka, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 63.

93 Falk, “Vitus Bering,” 106; This was translated in full upon its publication in England in 1736, as A 
General History o f  China Containing a Geographical, Historical, Chronological, Political, and Physical 
Description o f the Empire o f China, Chinese Tartary and Thibet.
94 See Kushnarev, 153. Also, it took another century for Bering’s actual report of the expedition to appear 
in print. His report first appeared in print in 1847. Breitfuss attributes this delay in part to the distrust with 
which many people regarded the expedition. It was even longer before Bering’s report was published in 
Russia, where it didn’t appear until 1914. Breitfuss, 90.
95 Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 21.



Geographers in Western Europe were divided in their acceptance of the “new 

configuration” of northeastern Siberia. Swiss geographer Samuel Engel—who would 

later play a significant role in Cook’s voyage—posited that the Russians were not 

sufficiently skilled to make the accurate astronomical observations necessary in 

determining longitude. Engel, a firm believer in northern sea passages, also charged that 

the Russians intentionally extended Siberia 30 degrees eastward to make it appear that 

the Northeast Passage along the arctic coast of Russia was hazardous and impractical. 

Engel maintained that the Russians had “already discovered a northeast passage, were 

using it, and were hiding it from other Europeans for commercial reasons.”96 

Gvozdev Expedition

In 1732, geodesist Mikhail Gvozdev accomplished one of Bering’s goals, 

discerning the relationship between the continents, at least with more certainty than 

Bering had. This was incidental to the objectives of Gvozdev’s expedition, which 

included searching for and subjugating recalcitrant Chukchi and Koriaks, to force them to 

pay tribute in furs, in the course of which geographical information might have been 

obtained about the “Big Land” reported by the Chukchi to lay across the water.97 

Gvozdev’s 1733 map and report of the expedition disappeared after he sent them to his 

commander in Okhotsk; thus, his accomplishments remained a rumor at the time.

Jeannette Mirsky explains that it would never have been known at all if not for a 

casual mention five years later at the trial of a sailor sent home from Siberia under 

criminal charges. Already “frantic at Bering’s slowness,” St. Petersburg issued order after

96 Umess, “Russian Mapping,” 133.
97 Postnikov, 7; Fisher, “Russian Exploration in the North Pacific,” 144; Pierce, 115; Frost, Bering, 70.
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order to locate Gvozdev’s missing documents; nothing was found. Finally, ten years after 

his expedition, Gvozdev rewrote the details of his voyage.

Perhaps the delay explains the variety of interpretations of his report; historians 

differ on the farthest point of his journey. Hunt, for instance, maintains that Gvozdev 

reached the Diomedes, and from there saw the American continent. Hunt explains that 

because Gvozdev did not actually land on the American coast, he did not gain full credit 

for determining that North America lay just across the strait from Siberia.98 Breitfuss and 

Fisher also maintain that Gvozdev reached the Diomedes and saw the American coast in 

the region of what was to become Cape Prince of Wales.99 Other historians, including 

Mirsky and Hayes, say he actually reached the American coast at Cape Prince of 

Wales.100 Stuart R. Tompkins and Max L. Moorhead also assert that Gvozdev made the 

crossing to the American mainland, though they allude to the inconclusive nature of 

reports of Gvozdev’s journey, which they explain was due to Russian policies of secrecy. 

They state that Gvozdev’s voyage “was little noted at the time. Perhaps it was veiled in 

official secrecy.... But Gvozdev’s expedition, if it touched the American mainland as 

claimed, probably did more to answer the question ‘Is Asia joined to America?’ than did 

the second Bering voyage.”101

Gvozdev’s report was itself inconclusive. Off Little Diomede Island, Gvozdev 

sent some of his crew in a sloop to the island “to find out whether any people live

98 Hunt, Arctic Passage, 11.
99 Also, per Breitfuss, this cape was actually first named Cape Gvozdev; some maps later labeled it 
Stachtan Nitida (for no apparent reason). It received its present denomination from Cook. Breituss, 89; 
Fisher, “Finding America,” 11.
100 Mirsky, 75; Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 21.
101 Stuart R. Tompkins and Max L. Moorhead, “Russia’s Approach to America: Part I—From Russian 
Sources, 1741-1761,” British Columbia Historical Quarterly 13, no. 2 (1949): 62-63.



there.. ..When we approached the island they began to shoot at us with bows and arrows,” 

the crew reported, “for that reason we returned and there was no conversation with 

them.”102 Whether Gvozdev or his crew succeeded in landing on the island, or on 

American soil at all, was not stated explicitly; if they did, they would have been the first 

known Russians to do so.

Williams discusses the map made by Gvozdev and Spanberg in 1743 (Fig. 23),

102 Report of Mikhail S. Gvozdev, September 1, 1743, to Martin P. Spanberg, in Russian Penetration o f the 
North Pacific Ocean, ed. and trans. Basil Dmytryshyn, E.A.P. Crownhart-Vaughan and Thomas Vaughan 
(Oregon Historical Society Press, 1988), 165.



which showed Cape Prince of Wales on the American side of Bering Strait, and 

Gvozdev’s tracks with a landfall near present day Cape Rodney and the land to the east 

marked as bolshaya zemlya (great land), stretching east.103 The land is not identified as 

America; Mirsky explains that Gvozdev thought it was just another large island that the 

men of Kamchatka already knew about. Mirsky states “this Russian Columbus was 

wholly unaware that he had touched on the American coast. The ‘large country’ was to 

him just another large island, one of the islands that the men of Kamchatka knew of from 

the Chukchi traditions. Blindly and unknowingly, the inconspicuous Gvozdev 

accomplished what Bering hoped to do.”104

However, in 1733, with Gvozdev’s information not just misleading but missing, 

and with the preceding failure of the First Kamchatka Expedition, for all intents and 

purposes Russia had neither located the North American continent nor defined the 

relationship between it and Asia. Thus, another expedition was mounted.

Second Kamchatka Expedition

Anna Ivanovna, niece of Peter I, authorized the Second Kamchatka Expedition in 

1733. Falk states this expedition was, “without doubt, the most extensive and expensive 

exploratory attempt of the eighteenth century.”105 Mapmaking was a primary purpose of 

the expedition. One of the mapping orders entailed charting the Arctic coast from 

Archangel to Kamchatka; another order was the discovery and mapping of a route from 

Russia to Japan, including mapping the Kurile Islands; and the final, most critical

103 Williams, “Myth and Reality,” 60-61; Williams, “Alaska Revealed,” 69.
104 Mirsky, 75.
105 Falk, “Vitus Bering,” 104; Richard Pierce, “Russian Exploration in North America,” in Exploration in 
Alaska: Captain Cook Commemorative Lectures, June -  November 1978, ed. Antoinette Shalkop 
(Anchorage: Cook Inlet Historical Society, 1980), 115.
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mapping order addressed the exploration and mapping of the coast of America.106 The 

first two phases of this enterprise took several years to accomplish, and it was not until 

1741 that the expedition to America set out, consisting of the St. Peter, under the 

command of Bering, and the St. Paul, under Aleksei Chirikov.

Overall, objectives for the second expedition were similar to those of the first: 

defining the relationship between the American and Asian continents, a geographical 

mystery for which European rulers and savants awaited the solution. For this expedition, 

Bering and Chirikov again had a map made specifically for the voyage, this time by 

Joseph Delisle; sanctioned by the Russian Academy of Sciences, it carried the weight of 

authority. This map {Fig. 24) was intended to summarize all knowledge of the Pacific 

Ocean to that time.

Delisle made this map in 1731, revised it in 1733, and presented it to the Russian 

senate with a memoir stating: “This map represents the true situation and distance of the 

eastern shores of Asia, known up to the present time, with that part of the continent of 

North America which is nearest to it. This map was made for the purpose of helping in 

the discovery of the shortest route between Asia and America.”107
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Fig. 24: Joseph Delisle, 1731, Carte Dressee en 1731 Pour Servir a la recherche des Terres et des Mers 
Situees Au Nord de la Mer du Sud, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 67.

Delisle’s map and memoir directed that in part, Bering and Chirikov were 

supposed to head southeast first from Kamchatka to learn whether Eso, Staten Land, 

Company Land, and Gama Land existed.108 Delisle also maintained that “the shores seen 

by Gama, which I have located opposite Kamchatka, are perhaps part of a large coast 

contiguous to American, joining north of California.. .”109 Delisle attached great 

importance to his directions to Gama Land—he strongly recommended to the Academy 

that the ships be directed southeast toward Gama Land, not eastward as was the initial 

intention of Bering and his officers. Thus the St. Peter and St. Paul sailed well south of

108 Joseph Delisle, “An Explanation of the Map of the New Discoveries Northward of the South-Sea,” in 
Letter from a Russian Sea-Officer (London: A. Linde, 1754), 62; Williams, “Myth and Reality,” 61; Hayes, 
North Pacific, 67.
109 Golder, 305.



the Aleutian Islands and the Alaskan Peninsula, over water where Gama Land was 

supposed to be, before changing course upon realizing they had, as Hunt explains, “been 

duped by fantastic cartography.” As a result, a great deal of time—a precious commodity 

in the short northern summer sailing season—was wasted. More valuable time was 

wasted as Bering and Chirikov struggled to reunite afterwards as fog settled in and the 

ships lost contact with each other; unsuccessful, they each finally sailed alone to the 

east.110 In the search for Gama Land, instead of traveling about 1,400 miles along the 

coast of America in the vicinity of the Bering Sea, the expedition needlessly traveled 

about 3,500 miles across the Pacific to the American coast, “suffering great privations 

from the unforeseen long voyages in comparatively southern latitudes.”111

Chirikov made his American landfall at 55 degrees 36 minutes, near the southern 

end of the Alaska Panhandle at Prince of Wales Island112 before heading back to 

Kamchatka having sailed past about 265 miles of the American coast.113 Bering sighted 

Mount St. Elias and made his landfall at the northern end of the Alaska Panhandle before 

sailing for Kamchatka.114 Chirikov made it back to Petropavlovsk; Bering did not. On the 

return, the St. Peter was wrecked on today’s Bering Island, where Bering and many of his 

crew, drastically short of provisions and weakened by scurvy, died. The surviving crew 

rebuilt the vessel and reached Petropavlovsk the following year.
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Two main charts were compiled from the expedition. Although both were 

composed of routine nautical surveys performed on the expedition, they differed 

substantially in their depiction of the lands and waters between Kamchatka and America. 

Sven Waxell and Sofron Kchitrovo, members of Bering’s crew, drew a chart (Fig. 25) 

that showed the relationship of Kamchatka to the Alaskan coast fairly accurately, but it 

depicted a continuous coast of American mainland that extended to the middle of the 

ocean, rather than most of the islands sighted by both Bering and Chirikov. This chart 

would later be incorporated into the Muller map of 1758115 which was produced as the 

official Russian representation of the region.

Fig. 25: Sven Waxell-Sofron Kchitrovo, 1742, Map o f the known land o f America, with the islands 
newly discovered under the command o f the former Captain Commander Bering, from Hayes, 
British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 23.

115 Postnikov, 9-10.



The other chart (Fig. 26), compiled by St. Paul pilot Ivan Elagin and checked by 

Chirikov, depicted islands between Kamchatka and America. In addition to proposing the 

correct notion of the distribution of land between Kamchatka and America, this chart 

provided an accurate picture of the American coast sighted by the St. Paul with respect to 

the American mainland, and included the placement of Hudson’s Bay, part of Canada, 

and the Mississippi River Basin.116 However, some speculative geography is present on 

the map, south of Chirikov’s landfall. Although Elagin and Chirikov’s chart was quite 

accurate, it was not published until the mid-twentieth century. Instead, less accurate 

information, including the Waxell-Kchitrovo chart from the expedition, was incorporated 

into the maps that were published at the time.

Paul to America in 1741 and the discoveries o f  a number o f Aleutian Islands and a part o f the 
Alaskan coast, from Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 23.

116 Ibid., 9.



The nature of Bering’s and Chirikov’s discoveries was made more confusing by 

secrecy that characterized the Russian government. As Postnikov explains, while the 

Academy of Sciences had endorsed the Delisle map used on the voyage, the results of the 

voyage were kept so secret that even the Academy was not apprised of them completely. 

The cartographic impact of this secrecy dictated the inaccuracy of information available 

for the next few decades, both because mapmakers lacked information in general and 

because the information that was available was corrupted before being disseminated.

Although the discovery of the Aleutians and the confirmation of the distance 

between Asia and America were momentous, it was still not known whether the two 

continents were united. As Williams notes, this journey’s “pinprick discoveries threw 

little light on the geography of the vast area approached.”117 Two other questions 

continued to perplex European geographers: were Bering’s and Chirikov’s landfalls 

continental or insular? If the former, were they part of the coastline reached by Gvozdev 

in 1732?118 These questions were to become matters for “endless altercation” in 

Europe.119

Williams accurately assesses Russia’s early eighteenth-century exploration of the 

North Pacific region as fifty years of sporadic, hazardous exploration resulting in more 

confusion than enlightenment. In addition to the problems of navigating and charting 

dangerous coastlines amid fog and tides, explorers had to synthesize instructions from 

rulers eager for expansion and domination and protection of an important trade route not
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yet verified to exist and the theories of speculative cartographers “more anxious to make 

a reputation or sell a production than to discern geographical reality.”120 Those desires 

and theories had fatal consequences for Bering—according to Muller, the decision to 

follow Delisle’s map southeast “was held by the mariners to be the cause of all the 

disasters they had on the voyage,”121 including the deaths of Bering and other crew 

members—and also were to play a seminal role in the publication of maps representing 

exploration thus far in Alaskan waters.
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To some cartographers, and to the map-buying public, 
a blank space on a map was an admission o f failure.
The islands, rivers, straits, even continents, which were 
shown in unexplored regions might in the end prove to 
be non-existent, but for the moment they made the map 
attractive in appearance, and controversial in content.122

CHAPTER THREE — Creative Cartography: Secrecy, Apocrypha, and 
Misinterpretation Result in More Fiction than Fact

Publication of maps from the Second Kamchatka Expedition generated more 

controversy and intrigue than the process following the first expedition; with secrecy as 

the means, speculation was the end result. The instructions given by the Academy of 

Sciences to the expedition’s members stated that “nobody, either among those sent on the 

expedition or among the professors residing here, must, on pain of severe punishment, 

say anything to foreigners in private, in public, in writing, or in speech about the 

discoveries made by this expedition until these discoveries have been published.”123 

However, unauthorized maps with information about the expedition were published in 

Paris in 1744 and Berlin in 1746.124 In 1746, perhaps as a result of this unauthorized 

distribution, Empress Elizabeth decreed that all materials relating to the Second 

Kamchatka Expedition were to be turned over to the government; thirty-five maps were 

thus transferred from the Academy of Sciences to the Cabinet and preserved there until

122 Williams, Voyages o f  Delusion, 257-258.
123 V.F. Gnucheva, Materialy dlya istorii ekspeditsy Akademii nauk v XVIII-XIX vekakh [Materials for the 
History of the Expeditions of the Academy of Sciences in the 18th-19th Centuries] (Moscow: Leningrad, 
1940), 44, quoted in O.M Medushevskaya, “Cartographic Sources for the History of Russian Geographical 
Discoveries in the Pacific Ocean in the Second Half of the 18th Century,” trans. James R. Gibson, The 
Canadian Cartographer 9, no. 2 (1972): 100.
124 Muller, Bering’s Voyages, 38-56; Umess, “Russian Mapping,” 134.



175 3.125 Despite the decree, narrative accounts appeared as well, including many 

distorted stories involving the “mysterious” death of naturalist Georg Steller on his return 

voyage from Siberia, and a brief account, “A succinct Account of the Russian 

Discoveries,” appeared in a chapter of the 1748 edition of John Harris’ Navigantium 

atque Itinerantium Bibliotheca..}26 The suspected source of the illicit publications was 

members of the Academy of Sciences, who were mostly of foreign origin,127 as was 

Joseph Delisle, who went further than sending out geographical information: he actually 

removed information to France upon leaving the Russian Academy, presenting it to the 

Paris Academy and publishing it internationally. Other members of the Russian Academy 

and the Russian government were furious.128 Delisle’s promotion and perpetuation of 

speculative cartography and fictional geography would greatly impact western Europe’s 

conceptions of western North America, as would the cartographic responses his actions 

provoked on the part of Gerhard Friedrich Muller, a German member of the Russian 

Academy of Sciences.

Delisle’s Account

In 1747, Delisle returned to France. The exact conditions of Delisle’s departure 

from Russia and the Academy are uncertain; Carol Umess states that he was in trouble 

with the Russian Academy and his contract was not renewed, while Breitfuss explains
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that he retired with a pension.129 What is clear by all accounts is that Delisle brought with 

him maps he had taken from Russia without the Russian government’s knowledge,130 and 

that in Paris, Delisle joined Philippe Buache (geographe du roi and geographe adjoint to 

the Paris Academy and son-in-law of Guillaume Delisle, Joseph Delisle’s brother) to 

produce maps. Delisle and Buache “concocted for the edification” of the Paris Academy 

a series of maps that was presented as a summation of Russian exploration in the North 

Pacific.131 Delisle’s history with the Russian Academy of Sciences and his familial 

relations gave credence to his presentation; Buache also carried considerable credibility 

with his position in the Paris Academy.132

Delisle alleged that Bering had given him important information that had not been 

included in Bering’s journal from the First Kamchatka Expedition, essentially stating that 

Bering had every indication of land across the water when he reached the eastern tip of 

Siberia in 1728: “After Mr. Beerings was returned to Petersburgh, he told me with his 

own mouth what he has omitted in his account, viz. that, in his voyage along the eastern 

coast of Asia, betwixt the latitude of 50 and 60 degrees, he had all possible indications of 

a coast, or country, eastward.”133 Regarding the Second Kamchatka Expedition, Delisle 

asserted that Bering’s ship was wrecked soon after leaving Kamchatka, stating
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He set out in 1741, but did not go far; for meeting with a terrible 
storm in very dark weather, he was unable to keep the sea, and 
struck upon a desert island in the latitude of 54, at a small distance 
from Avacha harbour, from which he has sailed. This was the 
period of the life and voyages of Capt. Beerings, he dying there 
through distress and vexation, together with most of his people.134

Yet most of Delisle’s attention focused on Chirikov and the St. Paul, on which his half- 

brother and fellow member of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Louis Delisle de la 

Croyere, was a crew member. Delisle, in his report and on the map he presented, 

portrayed Croyere as if he and Chirikov had “shared equal responsibility for the 

voyage,”135 rarely mentioning Chirikov without pairing his name with Croyere’s. From 

Delisle’s report and map, one might infer that Bering had not actually reached the 

American coast but rather had ended his expedition near the island that now bears his 

name and that Chirikov’s role was “limited to his following the directions of Louis 

Delisle de la Croyere.. .who thus showed him the right way.” Assessments of Croyere’s 

contributions by his shipmates were less than flattering; it seems that Croyere was 

actually “a poor scholar, a drunkard, and but little suited for the work” and that the 

astronomical observations he had carried out during his employment were usually 

corrected by his brother or completed by his assistant.136 

Fonte’s Apocryphal Expedition

Delisle’s propensity for embellishment of the truth was not limited to Russian 

exploration; they also linked the recent Russian discoveries with the apocryphal voyage

134 Delisle, 64.
135 Umess, “Russian Mapping,” 134; Williams, Voyages o f  Delusion, 248.
136 Breitfuss, 93.



of Bartholomew de Fonte, producing, as Wagner describes, “one of the most astonishing 

examples of imaginary geography which has ever appeared.”137 With the paucity of 

actual, known expeditions to the region, many cartographers took the leap from 

theoretical geography of the unknown and not-yet-experienced—rational extrapolation— 

to outright imaginary cartography based on fictional expeditions. As the Delisle-Buache 

drama illustrates, some mapmakers could not abide lacunae, or were so desirous of fame 

and fortune that they made up fictional expeditions to give credence to their maps. The 

idea of a northern passage, and thus any account of a passage, provided, in Archer’s 

words “countless opportunities for speculation and publication.”138 One of the most 

important of these imaginary accounts involved Fonte’s voyage from the Pacific to the 

Atlantic.

In 1708, a time when imaginary voyages were “all the rage,”139 the London 

magazine The Monthly Miscellany or Memoirs for the Curious published what purported 

to be a newly recovered account of the 1640 voyage of Spanish admiral Bartholomew de 

Fonte.140 Reportedly, Fonte had sailed more than 5,000 miles north from Lima, passed 

the coasts of Mexico and California and reached the northwest coast of America.

Arriving at 53 degrees north— 10 degrees farther north than the Spanish landfall of 

1603—he discovered and named the Rio los Reyes. Following this river inland through a

137 Wagner, 29.
138 Christon I. Archer, “Russians, Indians, and Passages: Spanish Voyages to Alaska in the Eighteenth 
Century,” in Exploration in Alaska: Captain Cook Commemorative Lectures, June -  November 1978 
(Anchorage: Cook Inlet Historical Society, 1980), 129.
139 For example, four years prior, Jonathan Swift published Tales o f a Tub, in which ‘Terra Australis’ is 
discovered and purchased; and George Psalmanazar published Description o f Formosa, in which he, 
claiming to be a Formosan, invented his own Formosan language. Williams, Voyages o f  Delusion, 134.
140 Williams, Voyages o f  Delusion, 134, 417-422; see also Hayes, North Pacific, 75; Wagner, 20.
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network of waterways, Fonte reached the Sea of Ronquillo, where he met a Boston fur- 

trading ship under the command of a Captain Shapley. The two exchanged gifts and 

Fonte returned to the Pacific coast while one of his captains, Pedro de Bamarda, 

investigated farther north, and was thus able to report that Davis Strait was frozen solid at 

latitude 80 degrees north.141

The account was widely copied; however, even leaving aside the discovery of a 

northwest passage, no record exists of any such voyage to the northwest coast. As 

Wagner explains, a “critical examination of this tale would have no present value except 

perhaps to serve as a study of the ingenuity of the human mind displayed in explaining its 

inconsistencies and absurdities by believers in it.”142

Yet, for more than a century after this account was published, the northwest coast 

of America was still unknown to most Europeans; thus no one could disprove the Fonte 

account. Though Bering had sailed from Kamchatka to the Alaskan coast in 1741, 

information about his expedition was slow to reach Western Europe. The accounts of 

Bering’s voyage that were published in Western Europe before Delisle moved to France 

did not provide clarity. The first account, published in 1744 was quite muddled, and even 

when more information was available from an account published in 1746, it left room for 

differing interpretations of the Russian discoveries. Thus, as Williams explains, 

“Geographers could combine the real and the imaginary on maps that showed the 

pinpricks of coast sighted by the Russians in the context of the straits and rivers of the
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Fonte letter.”143 Additionally, the Fonte account’s details about fertile countries and 

rivers and straits stretching from Hudson Bay to the Pacific coast of North America 

perhaps helped the hopeful to suspend disbelief.

Hence, in Paris in 1750, Delisle produced “as if from a conjurer’s hat,” the Fonte 

account that was printed in London in 1708, and linked it with the Russian discoveries, 

claiming that he’d received a copy of the letter while in St. Petersburg, and found 

“considerable conformity between it and the more recent Russian findings.”144 The 

accompanying map presented by Delisle and Buache combined Delisle’s interpretation of 

the coast sighted by Russian ships with Fonte’s intricate, speculative web of rivers and 

straits.145

Additionally, the map and report included “in a mixture of the scholarly and the 

sensational, the individual strands of French speculation about the geography of western 

North America that had begun with Guillaume Delisle.” Joseph Delisle had asked Buache 

to supplement the Russian discoveries on the map “by covering the blank spot remaining 

on it by a drawing of northwestern America.” Buache complied, and filled in the blank 

spot with Guillaume Delisle’s speculative Mer de l ’Ouest, a large lake in the northern 

interior of the American continent that was part of a theoretical inland northwest passage, 

and other information from fictional voyages.146
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145 Hayes, North Pacific, 75; Postnikov, 11; Williams, Voyages o f  Delusion, 249; Breitfuss, 92-93.
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Delisle-Buache June Map

In June 1752, Delisle and Buache jointly published a memoir by Delisle 

accompanied by a translated, full-text copy of the Fonte report and a map drawn by 

Buache (Fig. 27). The 1752 map shows, north of Mer de l’Ouest, the imaginary Fonte

Fig. 27: Joseph Delisle-Philippe Buache, June 1752, Carte des Nouvelles Decouvertes au Nord de la Mer 
du Sud, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 75.

geography as interpreted by Delisle. Farther west is Delisle’s representation of the 

Russian discoveries which include a huge island in the middle of the north Pacific



denoted on the south side as having been spotted by Chirikov and Croyere, and on the 

north as having been spotted by Bering in 1728. Notably, the Alaska Peninsula 

discovered by Bering in 1741 is absent. The publication of this map and memoir set off a 

radically new interpretation of the geography of western North America “in a hubbub of 

publicity and controversy.”147 Breitfuss posits that by “supplementing his map of the 

blank space to the west of Hudson Bay, where Guillaume Delisle on his map placed the 

Mer de l’Ouest and by setting down also the ‘discoveries’ of Admiral de Fonte and 

others, Delisle probably wished to earn renown for showing the way from the Atlantic to 

the Pacific.”148 

Delisle September Map

The use of fictional information could lead to embarrassment and cartographers 

having to cover their tracks, sometimes with new inventions. Buache had drawn the 1750 

map and the one issued in June of 1752. In September 1752, Delisle issued a second map 

of the Fonte discoveries (Fig. 28), published under his name although designed by Jean 

Nicolas Beilin. The greatest difference between the June and September maps is the 

location of Rio los Reyes, the river “discovered” by Fonte. The June map had placed the 

entrance to the river at latitude 63 degrees north, although the accompanying Fonte 

account described the entrance at latitude 53 degrees north. The river marked the 

beginning of Fonte’s inland discoveries; thus it followed that all subsequent features on 

the map were also placed ten degrees farther south than Fonte’s account had implied.
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Fig. 28: Joseph Delisle, September 1752, part of Carte des Nouvelles Decouvertes au Nord de la 
Mer du Sud, from Glyndwr Williams, Voyages o f Delusion: The Northwest Passage in the Age o f  
Reason (London: HarperCollins, 2002), 253.

When the map was issued in September 1752, Delisle “pretended to excuse himself for 

the errors in the June map by asserting that Buache had not followed his instructions.”149

149 Wagner, 37.



Buache Map

Hence, in an “ascending spiral of publishing zeal,” maps, memoirs, books, and 

atlases were produced by Delisle, Buache, and many imitators to prove that North 

America was penetrated by inland seas and straits, providing a continuous water passage 

from the Pacific Ocean to Hudson Bay or Baffin Bay.150 Buache responded to Delisle’s 

criticism in 1753 with Considerations Geographiques et Physiques sur les Nouvelles 

Decouvertes au Nord de la Grande Mer, containing eleven maps and 150 pages of text, 

which was to date the “most exhaustive” work published on the subject (Fig. 29).151

Fig. 29: Philippe Buache, 1753, Carte des Nouvelles Decouvertes entre la partie Orient, de Asia et 
Occid. De L 'Amerique, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 75.

150 Williams, “Myth and Reality,” 64.
151 Wagner, 37; Williams, Voyages o f Delusion, 251.



In this work, Buache placed Rio los Reyes in latitude 63 degrees north, insisting 

that this depiction was a deliberate departure from the common interpretation of the 

Fonte letter, claiming that in 1748 he had seen a copy of the letter containing the Fonte 

account that was sent to Delisle in Russia. According to Buache, the wording of that copy 

was different from the wording that appeared in the 1708 version in Memoirs for the

1 s?Curious. While the 1708 version stated that Fonte “sail’d to the River los Reyes in 53 

degrees north latitude,”153 Buache asserted that the copy he had seen in 1748 stated that 

Fonte had sighted the northwest coast in latitude 53 degrees north, and then sailed 456 

leagues north along the coast to Rio los Reyes. Therefore, Buache placed the entrance of 

the river at latitude 63 degrees north. Other differences between Buache’s June 1752 map 

and his 1753 map exist as well. In the latter, Mer de l’Ouest is smaller and shows a 

connection with the Fonte waterways to the north, pointing more openly to Hudson Bay 

and Baffin Bay than in the first map.

The appearance of Delisle’s and Buache’s maps reflected the struggle of Western 

European powers for colonial possessions in America and the Pacific Ocean, given the 

great political significance of the establishment of the priority of discoveries. As Olga M. 

Medushevskaya explains, it was “far from accidental that at this time there were attempts 

to deny the priority of Russian discoveries in the Pacific Ocean, coupled with a striving 

by any means to acquire Russian maps and materials about those discoveries.”154 The 

maps published by Delisle and Buache and the controversy they created, “driven by a
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mixture of political aims, scholarly curiosity and publicity seeking,” had several results.

In addition to infuriating the Russian government and the “spiral of publishing zeal” they 

inspired, their maps significantly altered cartographic conceptions of Alaska and 

reignited interest in a northwest passage.155 

Russian Rebuttal

Delisle’s publication of a memoir and maps of Russian explorations in the North 

Pacific in connection with the geography of North America based on Fonte’s voyage was 

met with great consternation in Russia.156 As Breitfuss explains, it is not surprising that 

Delisle’s conduct, both in publishing any information in general, and in publishing such a 

distortion of actual facts specifically “called forth a burst of indignation” on the part of 

the Russian government.157 The Delisle publications represented both a breach in the 

secrecy that was supposed to be maintained about the Second Kamchatka Expedition and 

worse yet, they misrepresented completely the results of the expedition, calling into 

question Russia’s claims to first discovery. It was critical that the world know of the 

validity of Russia’s claims, and in the opinion of the Russian Academy and government, 

Delisle’s publications could not remain unanswered. Gerhard Friedrich Muller was
I C Q

assigned the task of refuting them quickly and anonymously.

Commissioned by the president of the Russian Academy, Muller’s anonymous 

refutation, Lettre d ’un officier de la marine russienne a ’ un signeur de la corn, was 

written in one month, then published in 1753, at first separately in a French edition and

155 Williams, Voyages o f  Delusion, 254-255.
156 Umess, “Rebuttals,” 45.
157 Breitfuss, 94.
158 Umess, “Rebuttals,” 50-51.
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later in German as part of the Nouvelle Bibliotheque Germanique. An English translation 

was published in 1754 as A Letter from a Russian Sea-Offieer to a Great Man at Court. It 

was not published in Russian. Muller, neither Russian nor a sea officer,159 using Sven 

Waxell’s journal as his source, wrote the rebuttal in the first person, as if it were written 

by an officer who had been with Bering on the Second Kamchatka Expedition.160

The Letter was primarily a critique of Delisle, taking aim at Delisle’s memoir and 

maps and at Delisle’s implications about his own importance and that of his brother 

Croyere. Muller’s sharpest criticisms were directed toward Delisle’s account of the 

Second Kamchatka Expedition. Muller wrote “Nothing can be more foreign to the 

purpose, and at the same time more jejune, than the narrative Mr. de l’Isle has thought fit 

to give us of Mr. Beering’s voyage itself.”161 Indignant at Delisle’s allegation that all 

Bering did was sail a short distance to the east before wrecking his ship on the island 

where he was to die, Muller summarized the course of Bering’s voyage (as well as of the 

expeditions of Chirikov, Spanberg and the surveyors of the coast of the Arctic Ocean). 

Further, Muller attacked the authenticity of the Fonte account and Delisle’s inclusion of it 

on maps, proclaiming the account “extremely suspicious.. ..I am able to discover very 

manifest marks of falsity.. .by showing some of its contents to contradict the most 

common and received truths, and proving others to shock all probability, and that 

throughout it is a very insufficient basis for a map, unsupported as it is of all other

159 While Muller was neither Russian nor a sea officer, he did participate in the expedition, accompanying 
the overland phase as far as Irkutsk.
160 Waxell, among other roles, was the leader of Bering’s crew after Bering’s death in 1741. According to 
Umess, the 1940 Russian translation of Waxell’s journal revealed that Muller had used Waxell’s journal as 
his source for the Lettre. Umess, “Rebuttals,” 52; Hayes, North Pacific, 77.
161 Gerhard Friedrich Muller, Letter from a Russian Sea-Officer (London: A. Linde, 1754), 14.
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authority.”162 Muller went on to flesh out seven arguments against the Fonte account’s 

authenticity, including errors in chronology and the fact that the Fonte’s voyage was not 

mentioned in English collections of voyages. Finally, Muller concluded with additional 

criticism of Delisle for linking Croyere’s name in the map equally to Chirikov’s, for 

Croyere was “no more than an idle spectator.. .1 take liberty to affirm, that our common 

sailors deserve much more than Mr. de la Croyere to have their names perpetuated, as 

having been really useful and laborious hands.”163

Even as the Lettre was intended to refute Delisle based in part on an accurate 

representation of Russian exploration, the English translation included commentary by 

Arthur Dobbs that cast doubts on the Russian discoveries. Although Dobbs, a great 

proponent of the Northwest Passage and, at times, of Fonte’s voyage,164 admitted that 

there were questions about the authenticity of Fonte’s account, he also raised questions 

on the nature of the Russian discoveries. Dobbs wrote that rather than finding the 

American continent, it was “reasonable to believe the lands discovered by the Russians to 

be islands, some of which may be rather large.. .[there is] no reason to believe that any of 

the places the Russians had been to were part of the American Continent.”165 However, 

Dobbs concurred with Muller’s portrayal of Croyere, stating “Mr. de la Croyere was of 

little more use, than a passenger would have been.. ..In the last voyage he seems.. .not to
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have been capable of keeping a correct journal, having been sick, and had given himself 

up to drink large quantities of brandy, to keep up his spirits.”166 

Mead Maps

The next refutation of the Delisle and Buache version of the geography of 

northwestern America—according to Wagner the “most destructive criticism.. .leveled at 

Delisle’s theories and maps”167—was produced by English cartographer Braddock Mead, 

under the pen name John Green. Mead previously had translated into English Du Halde’s 

history of China, which included an account and map of Bering’s first voyage. In 1753, 

Thomas Jeffrys, an engraver and map publisher, published Mead’s New Chart o f North 

and South America, with an accompanying booklet.168 Mead had produced a map of the 

Americas in which he presented his depiction of the Russian discoveries in, according to 

Hayes, “a much more reasonable fashion” than Delisle, and which refuted Delisle’s 

inclusion of the Fonte information in the geography of the North Pacific. Hayes assesses 

Mead’s work as an honest attempt to produce maps that only reflected exploration (Figs. 

30, 31).169 The accompanying booklet referred to Delisle’s use of the Fonte story: “the 

discoveries ascribed to Admiral De Fonte have no real Existence in Nature; and that 

however commodiously they may help to fill-up a Map of the North-West Part of 

America, they ought in reality to have no Place there.”170
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Fig. 30: John Green, 1753, A Chart containing the coasts o f  California, New Albion, and Russian 
Discoveries to the North with the Peninsula o f Kamchatka, Asia, opposite thereto And Islands 
dispersed over the Pacific Ocean to the North o f the line, from Hayes, British Columbia and the 
Pacific Northwest, 28.

Fig. 31: John Green, 1753, Chart containing part o f the Icy Sea with the adjacent coasts o f Asia 
and America, from Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 28.



Additionally, according to Williams, Mead maintained that “the publicity surrounding the 

Fonte letter and its report of transcontinental waterways was intended to divert the British 

from seeking the Northwest Passage in its most likely location.”171 Mead’s allegation was 

not ungrounded; in fact, it was commonplace at the time for countries to promote 

geographical misinformation in order to claim possession and discourage encroachment 

by competitors, as the European practice of claiming territory was based on discovery 

and mapping.172

According to Hayes, Mead’s maps were the first to call Bering Strait by that 

name, and the trend of the North American coast was finally depicted correctly here. 

However, the map, due to lack of information, was still incorrect in many details. The 

most notable inaccuracy was Mead’s depiction of a large island in the western Pacific, 

denoted as one which “Capt. Bering found signs in 1728.”173 Mead published a revised 

edition of the map in 1775, in which the North American coast was even more in 

accordance with reality, trending northeast from Bering Strait.

Muller Map

Notwithstanding publication of Lettre d ’un officier de la marine russienne a ’ un 

signeur de la cour and Mead’s maps, the field of cartography of northwestern America 

was lacking an important element—an official, comprehensive Russian account of

171 Williams explains that according to Mead “this was along the northern coastline of North America, or 
across the Pole, and then into the Pacific by way of the strait Bering had reached on his first voyage.” 
Williams, Voyages o f Delusion, 250.
172 Umess, “Russian Mapping,” 144; Tompkins and Moorhead, “Part I” and “Part II”; Williams, Voyages o f  
Delusion, 254-255: In fact, rather than diverting British attention and “encouraging French western 
expansion the [Fonte] systems of Delisle and Buache did much to reignite fading British interest in the 
possibility of a Northwest Passage.”
73 Hayes, North Pacific, 76; also, Hayes asserts that if Mead had heard of Dezhnev’s voyage, the name 

might well have been different.



explorations and discoveries. The Atlas Russicus had been published in 1745 by the 

Academy of Sciences and it was utilized extensively as a resource in Europe; however, it 

did not include the results of the Bering and Chirikov voyages.174 A full narrative of 

Russian explorations and discoveries in the Pacific was needed, and under an Academy 

of Sciences order to its Geographical Department, Muller undertook the writing of a 

narrative and an accompanying map. He completed the map in 1754, and a few copies 

were printed in Russian and French. In 1758, the narrative and the map, with a few minor 

alterations, were published in volume three of Muller’s Sammlung russischer Geschicte; 

the map and narrative also were printed that year in Russian.175 This was the first public 

information in Russia about the Bering voyages.176 The 1758 narrative and map were 

translated into English in 1761 and into French in 1766, and became the standard account 

of the “Bering phase” of Russian expeditions in the North Pacific.177

Muller’s history of Russian exploration in Sammlung russischer Geschicte 

contains the official narrative of the First and Second Kamchatka expeditions, prefaced 

with commentary on earlier Russian exploration, which he had gathered while doing 

archival research in Yakutsk. Muller had found the reports that Semen Dezhnev had sent 

to his commander in Yakutsk about his 1648 expedition from the Kolyma River, around

174 Medushevskaya, 100; Muller wrote in 1761: “If the worth of this atlas were determined by its good 
reception throughout Europe, then it would not be possible to extol it enough, but it should be recognized 
that by the Academy it is considered only an experiment that awaits many improvements from us and our 
descendants.” G.F. Muller, “Izvestiya o landkartakh, kasayushchikhsya Rossiiskovo gosudarstva” 
[“Information on Maps of the Russian State”], Sochineniya Iperevody (1971), 505, quoted in 
Medushevskaya, 100.
175 Muller wrote in German, his work was translated into Russian, and then he would check the Russian 
translation before it was published.
176 Bertrand C. Imbert, “Bering and Chirikov: Pioneers of Siberian and North Pacific Geography,” in 
Bering and Chirikov: The American Voyages and Their Impact, ed. O.W. Frost (Anchorage: Alaska 
Historical Society, 1992), 73; Umess “Rebuttals,” 53.
177 Williams, Voyages o f Delusion, 261-262; Umess, “Rebuttals,” 53.



East Cape, to Kamchatka; Muller included this information in his commentary and on the 

map, providing further evidence for Russian primacy. Muller notes “such a noteworthy 

event might perhaps have always remained secret, in spite of the traces of it encountered 

in the reports of the inhabitants, if I had not had the luck, in the year 1736 during my stay 

in Iakutsk, to discover in the city archives there written documents, in which this voyage 

is described with details that leave no remaining doubts.”178

In describing the first expedition, Muller admitted that while Bering had not 

obtained the expected results, the explorations of that expedition and Gvozdev’s four 

years later, had shown that “there is a real separation between the two parts of the world, 

Asia and America; that it consists only in a narrow strait.” Muller’s account of the second 

expedition detailed both Bering’s and Chirikov’s explorations, as well as the secondary 

expeditions connected with the project. Muller then pointed out that the Russian 

explorations “diminished the chances of finding a northwest passage through Hudson 

Bay since they seemed to show that beyond California the coast curved away far to the 

northwest.” Muller went a step further, refuting Delisle’s and Buache’s network of inland 

seas and straits, and condemning such flights of fancy, adding that “it is always more fair 

to leave an empty space remaining for future discoveries, than to fill it up with such 

uncertainties.”179

The map included with the 1758 publication (Fig. 32) contained an additional 

refutation of Delisle and Bauche, as for the first time Bering’s track across the Pacific and

178 Gerhard Friedrich Muller, Sammlung russischer Geschicte (St. Petersburg: Keyserl. Academie der 
Wissenschaften, 1758), III, 5, quoted in Umess, “Rebuttals,” 55.
179 Muller, Bering’s Voyages, 138.
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his landfalls are shown with Chirikov’s. The Muller map was the first printed map to

show Bering’s 1728 and 1741 discoveries to the world in the most accurate fashion thus

far, including its offshore depictions of the Shumagin and Aleutian island groups and its

omission of imaginary lands, and thus the map assumed considerable significance. It was

widely disseminated and copied. Muller “was at the time probably the one individual who

knew the most about the geography of the North Pacific, and his map was a vast

180improvement on anything previously available.”

Fig. 32: Gerhard Friedrich Muller, 1758, Nouvelle Carte descouvertes faitespar des vaisseaux 
Russiens awe cotes inconnues de I ’Amerique Septentrionale avec les pais adjacents, from Hayes, 
British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 29.

180 Hayes, North Pacific, 77.



Despite its contributions, Muller’s map contained many inaccuracies. 

Representative of the official Russian viewpoint, Bering’s and Chirikov’s landfalls were 

depicted erroneously as continental, not insular, revealing that Muller was not privy to 

the chart from the Second Kamchatka Expedition produced by Elagin and approved by 

Chirikov. Instead, Muller’s depiction reflected the Waxell-Kchitrovo chart from Bering’s 

ship.181 The continental, rather than insular, depiction extended the mainland of America 

close to Asia in the form of a wide projecting landmass, bulging to the west to within a 

few hundred miles of Kamchatka.182 Hayes maintains that considering the available 

information, this assumption was not unreasonable. To his credit, Muller did not chose to 

portray the assumption as reality, showing most of the peninsula with dotted lines rather 

than “making bold with geography” as Delisle had done.

Another inaccuracy in Muller’s map was his depiction of the Chukchi Peninsula 

as a great protuberance to the north of and beyond East Cape, a notion that was proved 

wrong during Bering’s first expedition. Furthermore, inclusion of information about 

Dezhnev’s expedition led to an additional incorrect feature of Muller’s map: “the 

troublesome Cape Shelagsk,” at the northeastern tip of Siberia. The non-existent cape 

was shown as a “huge mushroom-shaped peninsula” extending more than 10 degrees east 

to west and almost to 75 degrees north. This cape, if it had existed, would have been the 

easternmost tip of Asia.”183 Even with its inaccuracies, Muller’s concept of the North

181 Postnikov, 10; also, Williams, Voyages o f  Delusion, 248: John Campbell, a promoter of the search for a 
northwest passage, suspected that this was the official Russian viewpoint because depicting the continents 
as very close together would discourage the Britain or other European powers from northern explorations 
that might encroach upon Russian’s sphere of interest east of Siberia.
182 Williams, “Alaska Revealed,” 69.
183 Hayes, North Pacific, 78.
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Pacific remained the authority until James Cook’s third voyage in 1776, and was in fact 

among the maps taken by Cook on that expedition.

Another opponent of the Delisle-Buache doctrine is noteworthy, at the very least 

for his continued presence in eighteenth-century geography. In 1765, Samuel Engel 

published Memoires et observations geographiques, in which he compared the writings 

of many authors on northern explorations, including Delisle, Dobbs, Fonte, Du Halde, 

Witsen and Muller, and presented two maps of unknown authorship. The first map 

presented the region “almost in conformity” with Muller’s 1758 map. The second map 

depicted North America without any “fantastic water basins.” In the text accompanying 

the maps, Engel refuted the Fonte “discoveries” from both physical and historical points

c  ■ 1 8 4of view.

Interestingly, despite Engel’s promotion of a map that conformed with Muller’s 

map, Engel was very critical of Muller, particularly regarding Muller’s huge land mass 

protruding from America that would make northern passages more difficult. Engel, a 

strong proponent of a northwest passage, denied existence of this land mass, insisting that 

an easy passage existed. Engel charged further that Muller was forced to conceal the truth 

about Russian expeditions in the North Pacific, and that he was intentionally suppressing

• 1 o c

the information. Engel’s critique of Muller was strikingly similar to his reaction to 

information from the First Kamchatka Expedition, when he asserted that the Russians had 

already discovered a northern passage, but had purposefully extended Siberia 30 degrees
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eastward to portray the passage as difficult, in effect hiding it from other Europeans to 

maintain control of the trade route for commercial reasons.

Russia’s policy of secrecy about expeditions and discoveries, especially in light of 

what David Burrell describes as the eighteenth-century “thirst for accurate and detailed 

knowledge,” particularly of that beyond European shores, “coincided with, and was 

excited by, the new discoveries made in distant lands by explorers from a number of 

European countries at the time.”186 These factors combined to create an environment in 

Europe ripe for acceptance of speculative and imaginative cartography, in what is more 

appropriately categorized as a collision, rather than a coincidence. This imaginative 

cartography was made credible by mapmakers who should have had real information if 

not for secrecy, such as Delisle and Muller. The maps produced by these mapmakers, and 

others at the time, were beginning to reveal something of the true geographic situation of 

Alaska, but this situation was corrupted, either by depiction of apocryphal voyages or 

misinterpretations of reality. In other maps, like those of Mead, the absence of 

misinformation hardly provided better guidance about the true situation than Fonte’s 

discoveries or Muller’s protruding land mass.

In the years following the Second Kamchatka Expedition, maps of the North 

Pacific and northwestern North America were more representative of secrecy and 

speculation than of actual, existing knowledge of the region, resulting from a complex, 

sometimes converse, combination of causes. Sometimes map inaccuracies resulted from

186 David C. Burrell, “Captain Cook: The Political, Social and Scientific Background,” in Exploration in 
Alaska: Captain Cook Commemorative Lectures, June -  November 1978 (Anchorage: Cook Inlet Historical 
Society, 1980), 35.
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the same problems that plagued earlier maps: reliance on others’ faulty work, lack of 

knowledge, inability to refrain from filling in gaps, loss of journals and records, or 

explorers truly not understanding what they were seeing. Other times the motivation was 

purposeful deceit, stemming from fame-seeking or boastfulness, or attempts to lead 

others astray so as to guard discoveries and protect possessions. In the latter case,

Russia’s (and, to a lesser extent, other countries’) desire for secrecy to guard discoveries 

and acquisitions led to disinformation that compromised their claims and rights. In all 

cases, the true geographic situation of Alaska had not yet been revealed to the world, nor 

would it for another two decades, as secrecy continued to cloud cartography.
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Supposing is good, but finding out is better.187 

[T]he only thing worse than no map is a wrong map.m

83

CHAPTER FOUR — From Practical to Pretend Cartography: Russian Reach 
Resumes, yet Secrecy Again Leads to Speculation

After the Second Kamchatka Expedition in 1741, most Russian voyages to 

America were undertaken as private trading ventures, as promyshlenniki traveled from 

island to island in search of furs. These expeditions had “neither the equipment nor the 

competence to make reliable maps.”189 In Petrine Russia, making maps had been 

fundamentally tied to Russian territorial expansion. While Catherine the Great (1762-96) 

“assiduously followed the explorations of the Pacific,” according to O’Grady, she 

“categorically refused” to provide financial or military aid to expansion, stating “’There 

is no concrete benefit to be derived from extending our domain widely; to trade is one 

thing, to take possession another,”’190 particularly since the Second Kamchatka 

Expedition had depleted the treasury as well as the Siberian population.191 Nevertheless, 

maps were made by the fur hunters and traders—some maps remain and other evidence 

exists in records of awards granted, including exemption from taxes, for maps made by 

promyshlenniki—although few maps and accounts of the traders’ voyages are extant.

187 Mark Twain, The Mark Twain House & Museum, <www.marktwainhouse.org> (2 February 2006).
188 Walter R. Bomeman, Alaska: Saga o f  a Bold Land (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2003), 36.
189 Williams, “Alaska Revealed,” 69-70.
190 Alix O ’Grady, “Impact upon the Dominion of Canada,” in Bering and Chirikov: The American Voyages 
and Their Impact, ed. O.W. Frost (Anchorage: Alaska Historical Society, 1992), 330.
191 James R. Gibson, “Supplying the Kamchatka Expeditions, 1725-30 and 1733-1742,” in Bering and 
Chirikov: The American Voyages and Their Impact, ed. O.W. Frost (Anchorage: Alaska Historical Society, 
1992), 113.
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Thus, as Umess explains, “it is difficult to know how much influence these crude maps 

had on the Russian charting of the North Pacific.”192

However, in the 1760s, a renewal of official interest in Russian exploration of 

America led to some important cartographic achievements. While Catherine II was averse 

to financing expansion, during her reign private enterprise flourished under official 

patronage.193 Commercial voyages by the Russians had begun immediately after the 

return of the Second Kamchatka Expedition, inspired by the unusually high prices 

commanded in the Chinese market by the sea-otter skins brought back by Bering.194 The 

renewal in governmental interest seems to be the result of Siberian governors realizing 

that federal involvement and oversight was required to gain control of and benefit from 

the private fur trade; governors such as F.I. Soimonov and D.I. Chicherin saw the 

potential to capitalize on a region rich with fur-bearers. Medushevskaya attributes the 

renewal in interest in large part to Governor of Siberia Soimonov, who realized the “great 

state significance” of exploration of the northwestern coast of America, and often wrote 

to the Russian Senate and to Catherine II of the “necessity of action in this direction for 

Russia’s ‘national interest.’”195 In order to exploit the fur trade, maps of the region to be 

exploited were required as well, and the discovery and development of the fur trade in the 

Aleutians would result in considerable cartographic material.
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Krenitsyn-Levashev Expedition

In response to a letter from Governor of Siberia D.I. Chicherin to Catherine II 

regarding the discovery of Umnak and Unalaska by private fur hunters, a secret state 

expedition to the Aleutian Islands was organized; according to Tompkins, Catherine “felt 

that exact scientific information should be obtained with regard to the location of the 

Aleutian Islands and the mainland of America.”196 Thus, from 1764 to 1771, experienced 

Navy captains Petr Krenitsyn and Mikhael Levashev undertook for the Russian 

government an examination of the north coast of Unalaska, Unimak, the Shumagin 

Islands, and the south coast of the Alaska Peninsula. It was the first known voyage by 

“educated Europeans” to that part of the Bering Sea. Postnikov describes this expedition 

as “in many ways crucial for creating the objective picture of landmass distribution in the 

North Pacific,” as their map (Fig. 33) revealed some of the enormous errors of Muller’s 

map.

Fig. 33: Petr Krenitsyn-Mikhail Levashev, cl 769, map of Krenitsyn-Levashev expedition, from Postnikov, 
The Mapping o f Russian America, 12.

196 Tompkins, “After Bering,” 21.



Postnikov explains that this expedition was different from “a typical European voyage of 

that time,” as its primary objective was “to provide the abundant geographical data 

obtained by Russian hunters’ expeditions with correct geographical coordinates and to 

verify them with the maps of Bering’s voyages.”

With this objective, the expedition marks a change of perspective on the part of 

the Russian Admiralty “paying much more attention to and showing much more 

confidence in the descriptions and maps provided by promyshlenniki than before” which 

would prove both helpful and misleading in the production of accurate maps. Sixteen 

experienced promyshlenniki took part in the expedition as official members, and kayaks 

were used to survey coasts accurately. The officials of the Russian Admiralty waited 

eagerly for the results of the expedition, as they had recently commissioned Admiral 

Alexei Nagaev to compile a new map of the North Pacific based on all available data, 

which “though always increasing in volume,” as Postnikov explains, “lacked the proper 

geographical control.”197 

Nagaev Map Compilation

Even while the Krenitsyn-Levashev expedition was in progress, Nagaev, 

beginning in 1765, collected new material about the North Pacific and started to compile 

some preliminary maps. One was made by Nikolai Daurkin {Fig. 34), an educated 

Chukchi who was sent by Governor Soimonov to the Chukchi Peninsula to collect 

information on the adjacent part of America. During his stay there, from 1763 to 1764, 

Daurkin visited St. Lawrence Island and drew a map in 1765 from information he
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obtained from residents of the island who had visited Diomede and the Alaskan 

mainland.198 Ray describes Daurkin’s map as only the second map—the 1743 Gvozdev- 

Spanberg map being the first—to show a high degree of accuracy for the Alaskan coast 

north of the Aleutians, with the coastline on Daurkin’s map more extensive than that on 

the Gvozdev-Spanberg map. Ray’s regard for this map stems in part from its accurate 

depiction of the location and composition of Native settlements.199

TheFig. 34: Nikolai Daurkin, 1765, map of Daurkin expedition, from Postnikov, 
Mapping o f Russian America, 13.

198 Ibid., 14.
199 Ray, The Eskimos o f Bering Strait, 29-31.



Interestingly, the depiction of those Native settlements on Daurkin’s map may be 

responsible for the myth of a Russian settlement of descendants of a lost boat crew from 

Dezhnev’s 1648 expedition. The map showed a crude representation of a Native fort 

surrounded by people with spears, and accompanied by a notation describing the fort as 

having been built on the “Kheuveren” River about 1761; Kheuveren was the Chukchi 

rendition of Kauwerak, which was located on what is now known as the Kuzitrin River. 

This information accords with oral tradition. However, subsequent copies of the map 

became increasingly Russified, transforming the depiction of the Native dwelling into a 

Russian military garrison. Ray explains that this development arose with the publication 

of Muller’s 1758 history, in which Muller disclosed for the first time in print Semen 

Dezhnev’s 1648 expedition, including that the fate of one of the boats from the Dezhnev 

expedition was unknown. According to Ray, this “undoubtedly fed the imaginations of 

mapmakers to call Kheuveren a Russian fort. Rumors developed that it was inhabited by 

men identifiable as Russians (after seven generations of Eskimo intermarriage!) who 

wanted to trade with Anadyrsk, a Siberian post that had not yet been established at the 

time of their expedition. There was, of course, no Russian fort.”200

Another map included in Nagaev’s collection—considered by Postnikov to be 

“one of the most comprehensive maps presented at that time to the Admiralty”—was that 

of trader Vasilii Shilov, who had visited the Aleutian Islands.201 The Admiralty noted

200 Dorothy Jean Ray, “Beyond Souvenirs: A Forty-Five-Year Odyssey Through Eskimo Art,” in Bering 
and Chirikov: The American Voyages and Their Impact, ed. O.W. Frost (Anchorage: Alaska Historical 
Society, 1992), 367; see also Dorothy Jean Ray, “The Kheuveren Legend,” The Alaska Journal 6, no. 3 
(1976): 14b-53.
201 According to Tompkins, in 1765 Shilov had formed a company with two other merchants, Lapin and 
Oryekov, and build two vessels, the St. Petr and St. Pavel, at Okhotsk. The St. Petr, under command of
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“his map is considered not without importance for information and utilization, for 

although it cannot be considered accurate and completely founded on nautical principles, 

it is nevertheless a fair beginning.”202 Shilov’s contribution was recognized by 

Catherine—in 1766 he went to Moscow, where he gave Catherine skins and his map of 

the Aleutian chain east of Umnak; in recognition of his services, Catherine remitted the 

customary government tax of 10 per cent on his catch 203

In 1767, Nagaev compiled a summary map of the islands between Kamchatka and 

America, taking into account Shilov’s map, a map of the Aleutian Islands by Pyotr 

Shishkin who had been hunting and trading in the islands from 1759 to 1762, and 

information from the First and Second Kamchatka Expeditions. A comparison of 

Shishkin’s and Shilov’s maps with the maps from the Bering expeditions led Nagaev to 

the conclusion that “the fur traders had found not new islands but the chain of islands 

previously discovered by Captain Commander Bering and Captain Chirikov in 1741 ,”204 

In 1764, under orders from Governor Soimonov, naval lieutenant Ivan Sindt 

embarked on a four-year expedition east of the Chukchi Peninsula involving monitoring 

the fur trade and surveying the islands between Kamchatka and America with the primary 

intent of “scrupulous determination of their resources.”205 Sindt reached 65 degrees north 

latitude, about 40 degrees to the east of Kamchatka. Sindt’s map from the expedition

Andrean Tolstykh, sailed southward from Blosheretsk, searching for the mythical Gama Land. The vessel 
was wrecked in a storm off the coast of Kamchatka, and Tolstykh drowned. Shilov was on the St. Pavel, 
which sailed to the Aleutians. Again in 1773, Shilov, Oryehkoh and Lapin mounted a search for Gama 
Land, sending Potap Zaikov through the Kurile Islands and then in a southeasterly direction. Of course 
once again the search was unsuccessful. Tompkins, “After Bering,” 19-20, 22.
202 Medushevskaya, 107.
203 Tompkins, “After Bering,” 20.
204 Medushevskaya, 107.
2(b Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan and Thomas Vaughan, xlii.
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(Fig. 35) was crowded with nonexistent northern islands “that undoubtedly originated 

with maps made by fur traders,”206 perhaps accounting for some of the erroneous details.

Fig. 35: Ivan Sindt, 1764, map of Sindt expedition, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 80.

While maps made by promyshlenniki benefited from the traders’ knowledge of the areas 

in which they traveled and their ability to travel close to coastlines, the traders’ rarely had

206 Umess, “Russian Mapping,” 137.



training in surveying or mapmaking; thus the accuracy of fur traders’ maps in general 

was inconsistent at best. In the context of cartography of the North Pacific, the Sindt 

expedition and map created a great deal of incoherency, with its numerous islands in the 

vicinity of the Chukchi and Seward peninsulas, which were actually part of the St. 

Lawrence Island coast, or just greatly exaggerated in size.207 In 1773, Sindt’s map was 

integrated by an unknown mapmaker with a revised version of Muller’s 1758 map, 

resulting in a base map derived from Muller and islands derived from Sindt.208 Sindt’s 

map would come to play an integral role in development of the Staehlin map that so 

frustrated Cook.

Reportedly, Nagaev’s map compilation, presented to the Admiralty in 1767, 

clarified which islands had been seen on the Bering expeditions and where they were 

located, and also included Russian hunters’ charts of the islands. These conclusions were 

corroborated in 1771 by materials shipped to St. Petersburg from the Krenitsyn-Levashev 

expedition. Despite this new, conclusive and corroborated evidence, one thing remained 

the same—the Russian policy of secrecy. The maps from these expeditions, most of those 

from Sindt’s in 1764 and 1768, and Nagaev’s map compilation which they substantiated, 

were deposited in the Navy archives, not to be revealed until 1780, in William Coxe’s 

1780 Account o f the Russian Discoveries between Asia and America,209 “too late for 

Cook, who in the absence of any knowledge of the manuscript maps of the Russian
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explorers was instead influenced and distracted by the published products of the

910theoretical geographers.”

Staehlin’s Map

As Cook planned his 1778 expedition to the North Pacific, some accurate 

cartographic information was available to guide him. However, the absence of working 

charts from Russian exploration, and “the eagerness of the speculative geographers to fill 

the void with their own eccentric productions” were to exercise a profound influence on 

Cook’s future voyage to the region.211 Some information derived from Russian 

exploration, albeit in a corrupted form, was available to Cook: that of Jacob von Staehlin, 

secretary of the Russian Academy of Sciences.

Once again the policy of secrecy had kept not just the general public, but the 

Academy, too, in the dark. In 1774, Staehlin published An Account o f the New Northern 

Archipelago, Lately Discovered by the Russians in the Seas o f Kamtschatka and Anadir. 

Instead of having as its base the most accurate maps in existence at the time, to which 

even the Academy was not privy, Staehlin’s map {Fig. 36) was based on Muller’s 1758 

map, supplemented by Staehlin’s own interpretation of the unreliable, and partially 

inaccessible Sindt data of 1767 and by bits and pieces of information from Russian 

traders for whom mapping was not the primary focus.212 Staehlin’s map of “The New 

Northern Archipelago” claimed to show the previously unpublished discoveries of Sindt 

and the Russian traders in the 1760s.213

210 Williams, “Alaska Revealed,” 70; Williams, “Myth and Reality,” 65.
211 Williams, “Alaska Revealed,” 70.
212 Postnikov, 16.
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93

Fig. 36: Jacob von Staehlin, 1774, part of A Map o f the New Northern Archipelago discovr’d by the 
Russians in the Seas o f Kamtschatka & Anadir, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 82.



However, Staehlin’s publication offered at best a misrepresentation of Sindt’s expedition

and discoveries. For example, Staehlin described how trading vessels in Lieutenant

Sindt’s convoy reached Kamchatka’s east coast and

then next year they pursued their voyage farther northward; and in that 
and the following years, 1765 and 1766, by degrees discovered a whole 
Archipelago of islands of different sizes, which increased upon them the 
farther they went, between 56th and 67th degree of north latitude; and they 
returned safe, in the year 1767. The reports they made to the Government’s 
Chancery at Irkutzk, and from then sent to the Directing Senate, together 
with the Maps and Charts thereto annexed, make a considerable alteration 
in the regions of the sea of Anadir, and in the situation of the opposite 
coast of America.. .still more visible in the very accurate little Map of the 
new discovered North Archipelago hereto annexed, which is drawn up 
from original accounts.214

Astoundingly, Staehlin’s account of Sindt’s voyage and the map alleged to represent it

did not bear any resemblance to Sindt’s map. Staehlin’s map showed “Alaschka” not as a

peninsula, but as a huge island occupying a large portion of the Bering Sea, and between

it and the American continent (named Stachtan Nitada)—which ended at longitude 140

degrees west, cut short at the northern end of the Alaskan panhandle—lay a wide strait

pointing north into the Arctic Ocean in latitude 65 degrees north.215 Further, Staehlin

inexplicably provided no indication as to why Alaska was depicted as an island

surrounded on the east and west by straits—marking Sindt’s track only as far as the

western coast of the island of “Alaschka.” No expedition was shown actually reaching the

strait on the east between Alaska and America.216
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Not surprisingly, Staehlin’s account was denounced by the Russian government 

immediately. All copies were ordered to be destroyed. Ironically, albeit understandably 

however, this denunciation made the account and map seem more “authentic and 

desirable,” given Russia’s reputation for secrecy. Translated copies appeared shortly

• 917thereafter in German and English. Its impact was sensational. “Taken at face value,” 

Williams explains, the map “was dramatic and sensational for it shattered Muller’s 

gigantic Alaskan peninsula. Set adrift among the debris was ‘ Alaschka’ or Alaska, not a 

peninsula at all but a large island.”218

Assessment of the credibility of Staehlin’s map was mixed. Other members of the 

Russian Academy of Sciences were critical. Muller wrote privately that Sindt had known

910nothing of a large island of “Alaschka.” Peter Simon Pallas wrote to a colleague in 

England, “Staehlin’s Cart & account were made up from the very first & rude accounts & 

Skteches, wherefore it is full of lyes, and faults committed by the Editor: the Isles in the 

Cart are all placed in a wrong situation, to the northward, where they form two chains to 

the east, one between Kamtshatka & America, the other between the Tshuktshi country 

and America.” Some were quite imaginative in their attempts to rationalize Staehlin’s 

inaccuracies. Mikhail Lomonsov “felt that the error in the placement of the islands too far

217 Umess, “Russian Mapping,” 137.
218 Williams, Voyages o f Delusion, 291.
219 Ibid., 327.
220 Peter Simon Pallas, A Naturalist in Russia: Letters from Peter Simon Pallas to Thomas Pennant, ed. 
Carol Umess (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1967), 120.



north was because the fur traders did not understand the magnetic declination of the

??221compass.

Many cartographers, however, accepted Staehlin’s map and produced their own 

versions of it. Robert Vaugondy issued a memoir and map in 1774 that combined the 

waterways of Fonte with Staehlin’s reconfiguration of Alaskan geography. Vaugondy 

presented that memoir and map to the England’s Royal Society in early 1775, and 

Williams states that Cook likely saw the map on one of his frequent visits to the Society’s 

London location the following winter. In 1776, Thomas Jefferys issued his American 

Atlas, which was “widely regarded as authoritative” and “faithfully reproduced the 

outlines of Staehlin’s ‘New Northern Archipelago’” (Fig. 37).222

Fig. 37: Thomas Jefferys, 1775, Chart containing part o f the Icy Sea with the adjacent Coast o f Asia and 
America, from Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 36.

221 Tompkins, 21.
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Antonio Zatta’s 1776 Nouve Scoperte de ’ Russi al Nord del Mare del Sud si nell ’ Asia, 

che nell America Venezia 1776 (Fig. 38) also combined Fonte’s apocryphal voyage with 

Staehlin’s islands and Stachtan Nitada.

Fig. 38: Antonio Zatta, 1776, Nouve Scoperte de ’Russi al Nord del Mare del Sud si nell 'Asia, che nell 
America Venezia 1776, from Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest, 4.



While Staehlin’s map influenced the work of other cartographers, without a doubt 

its greatest impact was felt by Cook and the members of his third Pacific voyage. Yet 

Staehlin was nothing more or less than a man of his time. The difficulty of obtaining 

reliable information about the Russian explorations east of Kamchatka “gave the 

theorists’ powers of invention free rein”; the maps taken by Cook “were less a guide to 

previous exploration than a reflection of human pretension and gullibility.”223

In addition to Staehlin’s chart, Cook had Muller’s 1758 map, which shows that 

the landfalls of the Second Kamchatka Expedition were continental, not insular. A huge, 

protruding peninsula extends off the American continent into the Bering Sea, almost 

connecting the two continents. Cook also carried a book by Northwest Passage proponent 

and critic of maps of the Bering voyages, Samuel Engel, hypothesizing that the polar sea 

was free of ice away from the coast where ice build-up was the outflow of rivers, 

suggesting that a navigable passage existed away from the coast. Thus, sailing in Alaskan 

waters to seek a northwest passage, Cook would discover that his three guides were 

respectively spurious, fallacious, and specious.
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There are statues and inscriptions but Geography and 
Navigation are [Cook’s] memorials 224

CONCLUSION

In Unalaska in 1778, on his way south for the winter, Cook wrote a letter to the 

British Admiralty expressing his disillusionment: “We were upon a Coast where every 

step was to be considered, where no information could be had from Maps, either modem 

or ancient: confiding too much in the former we were frequently misled to our no small 

hindrance.” While Cook had not discovered a northwest passage, he had discovered a 

great deal. As Beaglehole wrote, he had been imposed upon to the world’s advantage.226 

Cook’s map of Alaska from the expedition reveals his achievement, filling in for the first 

time an outline of most of Alaska’s coast, as well as that of America’s northwest, despite 

the erroneous sources he had to guide him.

In the course of his third Pacific expedition, Cook would negate his guides—the 

Staehlin map, the Muller map, and Engel’s writings—often succeeding in, as Boorstin 

calls it, “negative discovery.” Cook negated Staehlin’s representation of Alaska as an 

island around which a strait, at latitude 65 degrees north, led right to the Northwest 

Passage, and Muller’s representation of a large, protruding Alaskan peninsula around 

which one must navigate. Forced to turn back after being blocked by Arctic Ocean ice— 

away from the coast— Cook refuted Engel’s theory as well, and also proved that a 

northwest passage could not be broached by a sailing ship. Boorstin explains “to prove

224 Beaglehole, Journals, 713.
225 Ibid., 1531.
226 J.C. Beaglehole, The Life o f Captain James Cook (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974), 633.
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that some mythical entity did not exist—was far more exacting and more exhausting than 

to succeed in finding a known objective.” In Boorstin’s estimation it was no coincidence 

that James Cook should have been the man to provide clarity to the collection of accurate, 

speculative, and purposefully misleading cartography of the North Pacific: “Captain 

James Cook was suited to be the world’s greatest negative discoverer—by his restless 

energy, his organizing ability, his vast knowledge of charts and the sea, and his 

persistence in trying possibilities that others had not had the courage or the vigor to 

pursue.”227

Cook lived, and explored, at a time when the concept of geography was changing. 

As Boorstin explains, in the middle ages, “no common synonym for ‘geography’ was in 

ordinary usage, and the word did not enter the English language until the mid-sixteenth 

century.” He continues “Lacking the dignity of a proper discipline, geography was an 

orphan in the world of learning. The subject became a ragbag filled with odds and ends of

knowledge and pseudo-knowledge, of Biblical dogma, traveler’s tales, philosopher’s

* • ,,228speculations, and mythical imaginings.”

However, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the “meaning of the word

repeatedly invoked by professional geographers and students” was in accord with the

2 2 9literal signification of the Greek word, meaning “to record, draw, and write the earth.”

By this time, the language of geography had pervaded all other sciences—scientists 

investigated “new worlds,” and made “discoveries” that were published in “journals.”

227 Boorstin, 282-283.
228 Ibid., 100.
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Sorrenson explains that although the instruments (particularly the microscope and 

telescope) that these scientists took on voyages “allowed the sight to reach farther than 

the unaided eye, the voyaging itself remained imaginative, depictive and metaphorical. In 

contrast, questions about the globe.. .could only be answered by actual voyages.” 

Additionally, discoveries about the contents of the globe required that the range of 

scientific instruments be operated by someone skilled in the field, whether that field was 

nearby and immediate or far away at the extremities of the known world. One such 

scientific instrument was the ship. While Cook had novel and powerful navigational 

technologies at his command, he knew that the ship itself mattered as well “if it were to 

accomplish the prime tasks of geography: probing the unknown, making accurate maps, 

and, crucially, returning home safely to inscribe the results.”

While Cook did not return home from his third voyage, his masterful navigation 

of his ships did allow him to probe the unknown and make accurate maps. As Sorrenson 

posits, “If the land masses and oceans that Cook explored were the most real of objects, 

the artifacts that made those objects real in London—namely, his maps—were purely 

representational.” Thus, “Cook’s naval ships did far more than merely transport into the 

field and back.. .the tools and observers needed to gather and shape new geographical 

knowledge. As scientific instruments in their own right, they mediated the complex 

interplay between representation and reality that lies at the heart of eighteenth century 

geography.”232

230 Richard Sorrenson, “The Ship as a Scientific Instrument in the Eighteenth Century,” Osiris, 2nd Series 
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Beaglehole points to Cook’s unparalleled work as a navigator as not limited to the 

calculation of latitudes and longitudes, but rather “His province was, to use a phrase 

much used by himself, ‘Geography and Navigation,’ and it would be difficult to separate 

the two in his mind, or to separate the geography of land from that of the sea.. ..He 

was.. .a research man.. ..Navigation for him was not merely getting from one place to 

another.” Cook’s eminence as a navigator “arises from a combination of three 

qualities”: the ability to direct a voyage; his devotion to “the science of the matter”; and 

his seamanship—the management of “a relatively small object, assembled out of wood 

and a little iron, some rope and pieces of canvas” amongst the wind and waves.234 While 

Cook’s own phrase “Geography and Navigation” perhaps best exemplifies his pursuits, 

his words, written while in the Arctic at the end of August 1778, with “snow, fog, ice and 

prudence dictating] a retreat,” are also indicative of Cook’s persistence, tenaciousness 

and accuracy235: “My attention,” he writes, “was now directed towards finding out some 

place where we could Wood and Water, and in the considering how I should spend the 

Winter, so as to make some improvement to Geography and Navigation and at the same 

time be in a condition to return to the North in further search of a Passage the ensuing 

summer.”236

After being stopped by the ice around latitude 70 degrees north, turning back and 

railing against Staehlin’s map, Cook reached Unalaska in fall 1778, and showed 

Staehlin’s map to the Russians he met. To the Russians, who had spent a great deal of

233 J.C. Beaglehole, “Cook the Navigator,” Proceedings o f  the Royal Society o f London. Series A, 
Mathematical and Physical Sciences 314, no. 1516 (1969): 33.
234 Ibid., 36.
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time navigating in the region, the islands depicted on Staehlin’s map were not familiar in 

the least. Soon Cook met Grigorevich Ismailov, a Russian pilot, who produced his own 

charts for Cook to copy, and Ismailov filled Cook in on Russian discoveries in the Bering 

Sea. Ismailov’s information complemented Cook’s findings.

The mutual trust shown by Ismailov and Cook and their sharing of knowledge 

contrasted markedly with the secrecy and deception of earlier times. Perhaps meeting 

sailor to sailor, which had not happened between two rival countries in the region, rather 

than as representatives of governments competing for land to exploit, Ismailov and Cook 

could focus on their own personal interests in science and obtaining knowledge. Their 

collaboration certainly furthered the advancement of knowledge, as the combination of 

Cook’s and Ismailov’s geographical information made possible the first reliable maps of 

the North Pacific and Bering Sea, in stark contrast to Joseph Delisle’s stolen information, 

which led to fantastical map errors. The dissemination of this geographical knowledge 

did not have to await the return of Cook’s expedition to England. Cook gave Ismailov 

charts and letters to send via the Russian capital to the British Admiralty.237 The charts 

and letters did in fact reach London. Indeed, the charts sent by Cook via Ismailov were 

the first to arrive in Europe from Cook’s third voyage and included the most complete 

map of Alaska and America’s northwest coast to date {Fig. 39).238
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Fig. 39: James Cook, sent from Unalaska in 1778 and received in London in 1780, Chart o f part o f  the NW  
Coast o f America Explored by Capt. J. Cook in 1778, from Hayes, British Columbia and the Pacific 
Northwest, 43.

These charts make clear Cook’s cartographic contribution. As Williams explains, 

in many places he touched along the coast, Cook was not the first discoverer, except in 

the all-important sense that he and his officers were the first to reveal fully to the world— 

through narratives, maps, and illustrations—where they had been and what they had 

seen.239 Cook was not to return to England, and in fact did not return to Alaskan waters, 

for he was killed in Hawaii in 1779. When his expedition did return to the north in 1779

239 Williams, “Alaska Revealed,” 84.



under the leadership of Clerke, they made it just a few miles short of Cook’s farthest 

north latitude before being stopped by ice.

Cook’s maps, published in 1784, show the achievement of 1778: the tracing of 

coastline, the marking and naming of the Alaskan peninsula, and the definitive indication 

of Bering Strait. Maps made from his expedition were the first publicly-released maps to 

lay down an accurate outline of the mainland coast of Alaska from Cross Sound to Icy 

Cape, roughly the extent of present-day Alaska (Fig. 40).

Fig. 40: James Cook, 1784, Chart o f  the NW Coast ofAmerica and the NE Coast ofAsia explored in the 
years 1778 and 1779, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 96.

Cook’s cartographic contribution is made even more impressive by conceptions of 

Alaska that preceded his, from the myriad sixteenth- and seventeenth-century depictions 

of theoretical geography that arose before any known expedition had visited the region,



through the early eighteenth-century confused, uncertain accounts of the Russians and the 

apocryphal accounts of imaginary cartography in the mid-eighteenth century, to the late 

eighteenth-century site-specific Russian expeditions and blank spaces of cautious 

cartographers. By the time of his death on February 14, 1779, at Kealakekua Bay,

Hawaii, Cook had “fixed the bounds of the habitable earth, as well as those of the 

navigable ocean.”240

While Cook’s maps mark a definitive improvement in European cartographic 

assumptions of Alaska, especially in light of the maps that preceded his, the story is by no 

means a simple evolutionary tale. If depicted on a graph, the story would be represented 

not by a slope rising continuously, but rather as a series of bell curves with Cook’s 

accomplishments the culmination, with no subsequent declination.

Each chapter in the story is marked by rises and falls in the advancement of 

knowledge. The discovery of North America and the realization that it was a continent 

separate from Asia arose from the miasma of theoretical cartography, yet still retained the 

detritus of the Strait of Anian and Gama Land. Russian ventures like the First and Second 

Kamchatka expeditions sparked by Peter the Great’s desire to modernize scientifically 

marked the advent of experiential cartography in the region, resulting in “pinpricks” of 

discovery, yet the bureaucratic response of secrecy halted any potential for scientific 

progress. The official veil of secrecy led directly to the creative cartography of Delisle 

and Muller that hinted at the true geographical situation of Alaska, yet was beset with

240 Alan Frost, “New Geographical Perspectives and the Emergence of the Romantic Imagination,” in 
Captain James Cook and His Times, ed. Robin Fisher and Hugh Johnston (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1979), 6.



misrepresentation and misinterpretation, often by design. The renewal of interest in 

Russian exploration of the North Pacific sparked by the fur trade resulted in a great many 

charts of the region, yet those charts were inconsistent at best, and ridiculous like 

Staehlin’s island of “Alaschka” at worst; cartography ranged from the practical to the 

pretend. Finally, there is Cook’s chapter. Cook, like the explorers before him, navigated 

in the literal, meteorological fog and in the figurative fog of erroneous maps and secrecy. 

Cook, however, emerged from this fog using Geography and Navigation to place Alaska 

on the map {Fig. 41) in an accurate outline for all the world to see.
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Fig. 41: Henry Roberts (Cook’s principal mapmaker during the third voyage), 1784, part of the summary 
world map General Chart exhibiting the Discoveries made by Capt James Cook, which Cook charged 
Roberts with compiling, from Hayes, North Pacific Ocean, 97.
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