Arctic pearl
Wrangel Island
Sergey Gorshkov

This book takes you to a unique place, to Wrangel Island
in the Arctic Ocean. It describes the discovery and history
of the island and invites to follow the life of this Arctic
pearl’s present dwellers. Main characters are animals of
the northern nature: polar bears, Arctic foxes, snowy
owls, walruses and snow geese. While telling about
the untamed arctic nature, the images also stop one
to consider about fragile ecological balance and how
important it is to save it.
The book is part of Sergey Gorshkov’s, the most
well known Russian nature photographer, ambitious
photographic journey through the Russian polar region.
His goal is to photograph Russian Arctic, its islands, seas,
and coasts from east to west. The journey began from
Wrangel Island.

The Arctic is in the throes of change. The region is warming considerably
faster than the planet on average. Glaciers are losing mass, the extent
of sea ice and snow cover are decreasing and permafrost is warming
and thawing. The conservation of this unique region and its animals
reliant on snow and ice is, therefore, all the more important. This is also
reflected in the work of the international conservation organisation
WWF.
Our work relating to the Arctic includes, among others, protecting
animal species that suffer from climate warming and contributing to
the establishment of conservation areas. In the long term, work against
climate change is the most effective form of conservation of the Arctic
region, and in this work we rely on a wide variety of means.
Finland will assume the chairmanship of the Arctic Council in 2017–2019,
and WWF will participate in the Council’s work as an observer member.
We will make use of our extensive expertise to ensure that the Council’s
decisions are made in a way that is sustainable for nature and the
environment. However, we cannot carry out this challenging work alone;
everything is possible only together with our supporters.
Thank you for your support!
Liisa Rohweder
Secretary General
WWF Finland

The wild nature of Wrangel Island has excited my imagination for a long
time. When I first arrived at this island, it was a chilly August day. The polar region enchanted me from the first moment and I have been gripped
by it ever since. Being there feels like being at the edge of the world –
completely alone.
Wrangel Island is one of the most unusual places on Earth. There it is still
possible to sense the whisper of the primordial power of Nature.



Sergey Gorshkov

Travel to breathtaking views of Wrangel Island for a while with the photographer!

© www.d-maps.com/carte.php?&num_car=4262&lang=en

”Wrangel Island is located in the East Siberian Sea opposite

to Cape Yakan, from which it is separated by the De Long Strait.
This oval island, aligned with a parallel of latitude, is 109 kilometres
long and 30 kilometres wide. Three chains of mountains run along
the island nearer to its northern coast. Their southern slopes are
gentle, but in the western and eastern parts of the island there are
steep cliffs that drop straight into the sea. The mountain chain in
the central part of the island is the highest. On the southern shores
of the island, waves wash low-lying sandbanks aligned in a southwest direction. Similar sandbanks, only north-east aligned, can be
found on the northern coast. The southern sandbanks form two
safe harbours, Rodgers and Somnitelnaya. The first-mentioned is
a great anchorage. The gentle mountain slopes are covered with
moss and lichen. In the summertime large numbers of seabirds, such
as seagulls, ducks and cormorants, nest on the island. Arctic foxes,
polar bears, walruses and seal are also abundant on the island.”
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Wrangel Island on the map

Great Soviet Encyclopedia, volume 13, 1929*. Editor-in-chief Otto
Schmidt, honorary member of the State Geographical Society from
1934 onwards.
*In that very year, the icebreaker Litke took away the first settlers
and their head, Georgy Ushakov, from Wrangel Island, which at the
time was almost totally unexplored. The following group of settlers
arrived on board Litke, with Aref Mineyev as their head.

The inaccessible island

On 8 March 1823 Ferdinand Wrangel, twenty-six years old, arrived at
Cape Shelag which is located in the northern tip of the Chukchi Peninsula.
There he met the local Chukchi kamakai, the eldest of the family, and
invited him to a visit in his tent. The following day the kamakai paid him
a visit, accompanied by his whole family. It turned out that he knew the
region exceptionally well. He drew the coastline and the nearby small
islands on a board with charcoal. When Wrangel asked if there was land
north of the Chukchi coast beyond the sea, the kamakai remained silent
for a while and then replied: ”From the rocky shore near the river delta,
high snowcapped mountains can be seen between Cape Shelag and
Ir-Kaipio on cloudless summer days. In the winter they are not visible. In
past years, big herds of wild reindeer have come from the direction of
the sea, probably from there.”
These lines, the words of the experienced Chukchi hunter that
lieutenant Wrangel wrote down, were the first reliable piece of
information about the existence of the island. The first expedition
appeared in its waters twenty-six years later, but landing on the island
only succeeded forty-three years later in 1866.
So, why did Ferdinand Wrangel spend five years (1820−1824) exploring
this most remote north-eastern corner of Russia? In addition to updating
maps of the East Siberian coastline eastwards from the Yana River
estuary, his mission was to clarify if the rumours about land north of the
Chukchi Peninsula were true. These rumours were based on the stories
of Russian explorers. Cossack Sergeant Stepan Andreyev and Chukchi
explorer Nikolai Daurkin had surveyed the Medvezhyi Islands and the
Chuckhi Peninsula in 1763−1764. Daurkin had possessed knowledge that
”there was land beyond the Chukchi Peninsula, both north of the Kolyma
Sea (known nowadays as the East Siberian Sea) and east of the Anadyr
Sea (nowadays known as the Bering Sea)”. He had even mentioned the

name of one of the northern lands: Tikigen Land. When describing these
lands, Daurkin had listed the most imaginative details about the region,
whereas Andreyev had been less colourful with his expression. Maybe
that is why the information delivered by him was taken very seriously.
While surveying the Medvezhyi Islands he claimed to ”have seen a large
island far away and tried to get there by dog sleigh over the ice. But
after a ride of less than twenty verst, we came across fresh tracks: left by
a large group of unknown people travelling by reindeer sleighs. As we
were outnumbered, we decided to return to Kolyma”.
A few generations of Russian and European geographers debated this
unknown region. In literature it became known as Andreyev’s Land. Many
an authoritative researcher trusted the Cossack Sergeant and marked
Andreyev’s Land on their maps. As late as in the 1860s, the well-known
German cartographer August Petermann held on to the belief that
Andreyev’s Land must be part of Greenland, a huge peninsula stretching
over the North Pole. Academic Karl Baer, Wrangel’s friend and fellow
countryman, ironically called this promontory the elephant’s trunk.
In 1824, when Wrangel returned to Yakutsk from what would be his last
Arctic expedition, a new map was being prepared for printing in England.
Andreyev’s Land was marked on it, north of the Medvezhyi Islands.
Wrangel, who had strongly doubted Sergeant Andreyev’s observations,
had surveyed the region with great effort. He was convinced that there
was land, but on the basis of the old Chukchi man’s story he believed
that the land was located significantly more to the east. After having
drunk tea with the kamakai in Cape Shelag on 9 March 1823, Ferdinand
Wrangel left the following day with his companions to search for ”the
high snowcapped mountains”. They travelled east along the coast and
then turned to north, on to the ice. At 26 degrees Celsius below zero,
the expedition pushed forward regardless of snow blizzards and pack
ice. Day by day advancing became harder. After eight days of trekking,

a storm rose in the middle of the night and shattered the ice around
the camp. Wrangel and his companions found themselves on an ice
floe of about 100 metres in diameter. ”The ice floe floated in the sea.
In the darkness we expected death at any moment. At last the dawn
broke, and wind blew our floe to where the other floes were, and so
by the evening of 18 March we were back on solid ice.”
The wayfarers climbed over walls of pack ice, circumvented crevasses
and sped their sleighs as thin ice crackled under the runners. They
didn’t give up. ”We realised that we couldn’t make it all the way to the
north, but we continued our journey anyway,” recalled Wrangel.
After thirteen days the expedition encountered an overpowering
obstacle: a crevasse that extended to the horizon in both east and
west. At its narrowest it was 300 metres wide and it was widening
more by the minute. ”We lost our last hope of finding the land that we
were searching for, but we no longer felt uncertain about its existence,”
wrote Wrangel. ”We had to give up getting to our destination, our goal
of the past three years that we had tried to reach − without any regard
to the self-sacrifice, difficulties and dangers we had gone through.
We had done what duty and honour required. But it would have
been mindless and useless to fight against the elements and evident
impossibility. I decided to return.”
The lieutenant determined the coordinates of the point of turning
back: 70° 51’ northern latitude and 175° 27’ eastern longitude. That
was 67 nautical miles, or 125 kilometres, from Cape Shelag. The island,
which was not discovered, was located 62 nautical miles to the east
from the determined point. Wrangel was certain of its existence.
A map was drawn according to the expedition’s findings, and he wrote
at its bottom: ”In the summertime snowcapped mountains can be seen
from Cape Yakan”. He drew an island near the peninsula. A quarter of
a century later, the island was found at the same latitudes.

On solid ground

After the results of Ferdinand Wrangel’s surveys had been published in
German, English, French and Russian, the geographers were puzzled:
could there really exist land in the place determined by the Russian
explorer? Nonetheless, the question remained purely theoretical for
quite a while.
The Chukchi Sea has always been among the most difficult places to
reach and is the least researched corner of the polar region, because
it is situated far away from all inhabited areas. No wonder other
expeditions were not sent there for years. One only ends up in this kind
of god-forsaken remotest corners by compelling chance and usually in
surprising circumstances.
In 1845 the expedition of the famous English seafarer John Franklin
set off on board the vessels Erebus and Terror in an attempt to find
the Northwest Passage from northern Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean −
and disappeared. For the following decade the search for Franklin’s
crew became the most important undertaking relating to the Arctic
region. Altogether thirty-nine expeditions were provisioned, among
them the Herald expedition. In September 1849 the HMS Herald,
commanded by the British captain Henry Kellett, sailed from Alaska,
successfully crossed the Bering Strait and continued westward in
favourable ice conditions. Soon Kellett spotted a small rocky island,
which he named Herald Island after his ship. On the first day after
landing on the newly-found island the sky was cloudless and visibility
excellent in all directions. A view to a rocky shore located about 30
nautical miles to the west opened from the deck of the corvette. Kellett
marked it on the map as ”a vast land with high mountaintops”. There
was a tiny island south-east of this ”vast land”. The captain named
it Plover Island after the expedition’s ship that was overwintering in
Providence Bay at the south-eastern tip of the Chukchi Peninsula.

Because of the ice, Kellett was unable to get closer to the island, and
he didn’t stop to think over whether he had seen a mirage or mistaken
one of the mountaintops for a separate island. Therefore, on the map
published after the Herald had sailed home, a ”vast land with high
mountaintops” was placed north of the 70th parallel, between the
170th eastern and the 171st western meridians. Also Herald Island,
Plover Island, ”land, ahoy” north of Herald Island − apparently a mirage
− and additionally ”the land mentioned by Wrangel” were indicated
on the map. Many years passed before it became clear that the ”vast
land” named as Kellett’s Land, Plover Island and Wrangel Land were in
reality all one and the same.
More information about the land west of Herald Island was not
received until in 1866, when the German whaler Eduard Dallmann
sailed his ship, the Talbot, nearby Kellett’s Land on 17 August. He was
probably the very first European to set foot on the island, but existing
documents about this event are scarce. The same cannot be said about
the incident that took place a year later. Over a period of three days,
from 14 to 16 August 1867, Dallmann’s American colleague Thomas
Long sailed his bark, the Nile, 15 nautical miles south of the island.
”Weather was exceptionally clear and calm, and we could observe the
central and eastern parts of this land well,” wrote Long. ”We sailed
around the south-eastern peninsula of this land and named it Hawaii.
− − We were not able to determine how far north this land extends,
but as far as we could see, the chains of mountains continued deep
into the inner parts of the island. Bliven, the captain of Nautilus, told
me that on the north-west side of Herald Island, he had seen a land
that reached the northern latitude of 72 degrees.”
Pack ice prevented the Nile from sailing to the island, but Long
managed to map the details of the coastline. As luck would have it,
the whaler was well acquainted with both the surveying history of this

Arctic region and the life of Ferdinand Wrangel. Thomas Long wrote,
perhaps awkwardly, but sincerely: ”I named this northern land Wrangel
Land − − to show respect to the man who spent three consecutive
years north of the 68th northern parallel and who already 45 years
ago considered the possibility of the existence of an open Arctic Sea,
although since him many others have wasted their energy to claim
honour for this discovery.”
The man that Long, the American whaler, wanted to commemorate
was still alive in 1867, but had already been retired for three years. The
70-year-old admiral had had a many-sided career. He had been the
governor of Russian settlements in Alaska, an honorary member of the
Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences and one of the founders of the
Russian Geographical Society. An island named after him crowned his
respectable career in the service of homeland.
But was that land mass an island? Seafarers could only observe the
coast of Wrangel Land from the south and partly from the east. On a
map published in Germany in 1879 the southern coast, which Long
had mapped, had been named Wrangel Land and Kellett Land had
been written over the eastern coast. Between them a dotted line left
the question open whether these two lands were one and the same.
The northern and north-east areas of the map were blank. Whether
there was a continent extending over the North Pole, all the way to
Greenland, no one knew. However, updated knowledge was about to
be gained soon and again in most surprising circumstances.
In August 1879, the USS Jeannette sailed under the command of the
American captain George W. De Long from St. Lawrence Bay located on
the eastern shore of the Chukchi Peninsula. De Long was going to sail
to the North pole. In September the Jeannette got locked in ice near
Herald Island and drifted for almost two years around the East Siberian
Sea. From October 1879 to March 1880 the bark floated aimlessly north

of Wrangel Land, precisely in the blank areas of the above-mentioned
German map. De Long’s observations and drawings served as the first
historical proof of Wrangel Land indeed being an island. In May 1881
the Jeannette sunk. Only thirteen men survived and made it to safety
to the delta of the Lena River. The fate of the Jeannette remained
unclear for a long time. Two American steamships, the USRC Thomas
Corwin and the USS Rodgers, were provisioned for a search mission.
Both sailed towards Herald Island and Wrangel Island, the Thomas
Corwin first and the Rodgers six weeks later.
On 12 August 1881, the Corwin reached the east shore of Wrangel
Island. Captain Calvin Hooper disembarked with his search party,
hoisted the American flag and renamed the place New Columbia. But
they didn’t stay there for long. Hooper’s crew couldn’t find a trace
of the De Long expedition and coal was running out, so the Corwin
soon set of for the return trip. In September the Rodgers arrived at
the island. Captain Robert Berry managed to find a nice small bay
sheltered by a long sandbank on the southern shore of the island.
The bay is still known as Rodgers Bay after the first ship ever to anchor
there.
Berry’s crew was divided into three groups which began to explore
the island in detail. Soon evidence was found proving that the seafarers
had indeed been on the island. In two weeks the groups went around
almost the entire island and hastily catalogued its plant and animal
species. In places they also ventured into the interior of the island. A
rather accurate map that also detailed the island’s topography was
drawn. Three chains of snowcapped mountains, separated by valleys,
ran from the eastern to the western tip of the island. Streams were
running down the slopes. Long sandbanks extended into the sea on
the north and south coasts. An important detail was that now the
island was named Wrangel Island on the map.

Arctic border

The name of the Russian seafarer stood out on the brand new maps,
but his fellow countrymen were not seen on this island that was
located 140 kilometres from the coast of Siberia. Probably no one
had visited the island in thirty years since the Corwin and Rodgers
expeditions. In 1911 Russian scientists landed on Wrangel Island at last.
The icebreaker Vaygach, under the command of Konstantin Loman,
was returning from the Kolyma River after conducting hydrographic
research there, and since the ice condition was favourable, she stopped
by the island. Eduard Arngold, the on-board doctor, wrote about this
historical landing:
”We were not certain if we would succeed in landing on this
practically unexplored island, because we knew that the ice conditions
rarely allow approaching its shore. No hydrographic research had
been conducted on this route, so we decided to make measurements
every 30 nautical miles. Once our first measurements were successfully
carried out, our hearts started to beat faster: we were most eager to
see the shores of this almost unreachable land. But not even an hour
passed before we arrived at an enormous mass of ice with heavy blocks
of years-old ice. In the morning at around 4 a.m. the ice started to
scatter, and at 5 a.m. we carried out the second experiment, which gave
us a lot of valuable scientific material. At sunrise, while still at anchor
and working with the experiments, we saw how the snowcapped
mountains arised from the slowly fading mist. The sea was totally free
of ice, and at around 8 a.m. we finally reached the southern tip of the
island. We carried on with the measurements as we were advancing
along the coast. After we had measured the southern side of the island,
we headed towards the western side. But then it started to snow and
we were unable to continue our work. The Vaygach was about to drop
the anchor at the westernmost cape of the island about 300 metres

from the shore when two big polar bears showed up. They curiously
looked at the sight never seen before. A whaleboat was quickly lowered
into water, but the bears kept still and continued to stare. They were
not bewildered by the rattling anchor chain or the commotion taking
place in the whaleboat. Both bears were shot dead from the boat. We
were happy to munch down bear stakes for dinner. We were already
quite fed up with canned food and corned beef, so fresh bear meat
tasted delicious.
On the same morning a group of scientists were taken to the shore
to make magnetic and astronomical observations and to collect
specimens. Of these, geographical research appeared the most
interesting. We found many fossils, different kinds of seashells and
plant imprints. These indicated that at some point in the past, if not
tropical, then at least a warmer climate has prevailed here − −
After finishing our work on 4 September at 3 p.m. we sailed ahead
and continued to round the island. We only stopped for a moment at
the island’s northernmost tip to erect on top of a high mountain an
iron pole adorned with a copper plaque. The date of our visit had been
engraved on the plaque in Russian and in English. The sea was iceless
to the horizon, but due to lack of time we did not continue our journey
to the north. The Vaygach was the first ship to successfully sail around
the north side of Wrangel Island and Herald Island and to accurately
map these islands.”
Boris Ostrovsky, a historian of polar region research and a member
of the State Geographical Society, wrote in 1935:
”The Vaygach carried out important work on Wrangel Island. By
updating the American map, sailing around the north side of the
island, measuring the depth of the coast, conducting hydrological
experiments around the island, researching the island’s geological
structure to the degree that time and money permitted – not forgetting

the astronomical and magnetic observations – the Russian seafarers
competed with distinction with the American researchers.”
Three years later the Canadian flag was raised on Wrangel Island. The
Canadians ended up on the island due to an unlucky coincidence. The
brigantine HMCS Karluk, the flagship of the Canadian Arctic Expedition
led by Arctic explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson, became stuck in the ice
in the Beaufort Sea, north of Canada, in August 1913. Stefansson left
the trapped ship to go on a hunt ashore. But the Karluk and her crew,
under the command of captain Robert Bartlett, also a seasoned Arctic
explorer, started to drift in the ice towards the Chukchi Sea, to the west.
In January 1914 a disaster struck. The pressure of the ice crushed the
ship and she sank. Barlett and his crew with nerves of steel managed
to evacuate all supplies and men without loss of lives. They camped
on the ice. It was 300 kilometres to the Siberian coast and about 130
kilometres to Wrangel Island. The captain decided that they would try
to get to the latter in small groups. The ice conditions were dangerous.
Two of the four-person groups perished, but the captain and the rest
of his crew succeeded in crossing the pack ice and reaching Wrangel
Island. Time was not wasted. After six days had past Robert Bartlett
and an Eskimo hunter left towards Siberia on a dog sleigh. On the 18th
day the brave wayfarers reached Cape Yakan, the one mentioned on
Wrangel’s map, from where mountains could be seen in the summer.
In order to hunt more efficiently, the crew of the Karluk remaining
on the island were separated into three groups. However, hunting in
the springtime proved somewhat hopeless. Hunger, exhaustion and
diseases weakened the moral of the seamen. In addition, they started
to suspect each other of hiding scarce food supplies. On 17 May
Wrangel Island claimed its first victim: geologist George Malloch died
from poisoning. Soon after two more deaths occurred, one of which
was the suicide of the stoker, George Breddy.

As the summer arrived, the castaways’ situation improved slightly,
because they could supplement their food supplies with bird eggs
collected from bird nests. However, the summer was soon over.
Steward Ernest Chafe wrote in his diary:
”On 21 August we had almost run out of food supplies − − Weather
became markedly cooler and the landscape started to look wintery.
On 1 September we lost all hope of survival.”
But on 7 September, when overwintering started to seem
unavoidable, the schooner King and Winge, sent by Robert Bartlett,
approached the island. Next day arrived the rescue vessel Bear with
Bartlett on board. Another page was written to the history of Wrangel
Island − one that was both heroic and tragic at the same time, as it
often was in the Arctic region.
In 1916 the tsar’s government sent a note to foreign powers claiming
ownership of the islands off Russia’s northern coast, including Wrangel
Island. There were no notes of protest, and ever since the island has
been marked on maps as belonging to Russia.
After World War I, the ambitious Canadian Vilhjalmur Stefansson
organised one more expedition and this time specifically to Wrangel
Island. The year was 1921. The Russian civil war went on, so it was
possible to take advantage of the situation and settle the island.
Stefansson asked for support from the governments of Great Britain
and Canada, but both refused. It didn’t stop him from recruiting five
American and one Canadian settlers to move to the island. The oldest
was 28 years old, the youngest 21 years. One of them was an Eskimo
woman, the 23-year-old cook and seamstress Ada Blackjack.
The successful overwintering of 1921−1922 was followed by a tough
summer, because ice conditions didn’t allow ships to reach the island
to bring food supplies and new settlers. In January 1923 it was evident
that food was running out. Three settlers set forth to get help from the

mainland, following in the steps of Robert Bartlett, who had heroically
crossed the sea nine years earlier. All three disappeared. Only Ada
Blackjack and an American who was suffering from scurvy remained
on the island. The American died three months later. Blackjack survived
for four months alone on the island after having learnt to find nutrition.
As if by a miracle, she didn’t fall prey to polar bears. On 19 August the
ship arranged by Stefansson arrived to collect her and brought the
next settlers, twelve Eskimos and the American geologist Charles Wells.
The Soviet Union did not content itself with following the situation
from the sidelines. In 1924 the first Soviet expedition was sent to
Wrangel Island on the icebreaker Nadezhny that had been armed
with guns prior to the expedition. The new gunboat was renamed Red
October. The expedition was led by Boris Davydov, an experienced
hydrologist, geodesist and hero of the Russo-Japanese War who had
received the golden medal from the Russian Geographical Society.
After a cumbersome journey through the ice, the icebreaker
anchored in Rodgers Bay. Next day, on 20 August, a tall flagpole was
erected on a concrete pedestal and the Soviet flag was hoisted with
grandeur.
It was obvious at a glance that there were inhabitants on the island
who were hunting polar bears and walruses. Soon the ship’s lookout
saw that a boat was approaching from the shore carrying four Eskimos
and a man dressed in European clothes. Davydov described the
incident as follows:
”When the boat was near enough for them to see our flag at the stern
of the ship, they realised that fate had led them to the very people that
they least wanted to meet. They quickly turned around towards the
shore and started to row with all their strength. They were ordered to
return to the side of the ship. It was odd to see how frightened these
temporary Wrangel Island inhabitants were.”

The men in question had been left there a year earlier to overwinter
on the island in place of the heroic Ada Blackjack. It turned out that
they were cooperating with Stefansson. Charles Wells didn’t have
licence from any government to engage in a trade. ”So, the men were
told that we considered them to be criminals, with all the ensuing
consequences. The goods they had made and their tools of trade were
confiscated,” wrote Davydov.
The arrested men asked to be taken to Alaska and were brought
on board the ship. During the last couple of days, hydrographic and
magnetic experiments were carried out and the Canadian booty and
equipment were collected.
On 23 August, when less than half of the 560 tons of coal was left,
the decision to return home was made. North of the Chukchi Peninsula,
near Cape Schmidt, the Red October was stopped by an ice field. Coal
would have unlikely lasted to Providence Bay located in the southeastern tip of the peninsula. Preparations for overwintering were
started immediately.
On 25 September, when steam from the last boiler had been used,
slight vibrations and rippling water were observed in north-east. There
was sea free of ice ahead! There was only 50 tons of coal left. On what
did the seafarers pin their hope? They decided to rely on the fairly
probable estimate that there would be open sea beyond the belt of ice
that surrounded the shoreline from the eastern tip of the peninsula up
to Cape Dezhnev. Davydov took a chance and commanded the ship to
sail. The following day they were released from ice, and before them
was open water. They, however, got right away caught in a storm that
continued almost all the way to Cape Dezhnev. The coal supplies were
running out, and the Bering Strait was – as if to taunt them – frozen.
”We chopped all spare plank boards and pieces of wood that we could
find on board and burnt them in the boilers and mixed chips of coal

and grease with the coal.” The last remaining coal got them around
Cape Dezhnev.
In the village of Uelen they chopped a semi-decayed schooner
into firewood and hauled the wood up to the deck. The wet
wood fuelled the ship for another few hours until they got their
hands on the coal reserves of the Chukotski district government.
The freezing of water could have prevented their access to the open
sea at any moment and force them to overwinter. As if by a miracle,
they didn’t lose a single boat when loading the 25 tons of coal from
the shore. The Red October was able to continue south. Near St.
Lawrence Bay the sea was finally free of ice. On 6 October, when the
remaining coal would have lasted only for another 25 minutes, they
arrived in Providence Bay. The historic expedition was nearing its end.
In the manner of a master, with iron confidence, the Soviet Union had
asserted its presence on Wrangel Island – on this rugged border of the
Arctic region.

Celebrated work begins

”My request must have appeared ill-advised to you; a rash decision
inspired by childish romanticism. I wish to prove to you that my decision
is the result of careful consideration − − I am not setting off to north
on account of a traveller’s curiosity, or in hope of favours bestowed on
visitors, but I have set myself a seriously considered goal − −
We are about to resolve the question of settling Wrangel Island. The
purposes of settlement, today and in the near future, are not so much
the economical but the political benefits to be gained, and conducting
natural scientific and geographical research of the area. These tasks will
be looked after by the person in charge of the island’s financial matters,
who must possess certain moral qualities, and who, in addition, must
understand socio-political matters and is trained to carry out scientific
research work.
We can hardly send any renowned researcher to the island, considering
both the set inclination of this type of a person to withdraw in his
sanctum and the foreseeable hardships and dangers of the long journey.
Even if this could be successfully carried off, sending this type of a person
would hardly be practical, for I doubt there to be researchers without the
burden of mature age.”
When writing this letter in 1925, Georgy Ushakov was 25 years old. He
had no experience of the northern polar region, nor had he received
a higher education in any field. In other words, he didn’t quite appear
a serious candidate. But a miracle occurred: the Russian SFSR Council
of People’s Commissars entrusted the settlement of Wrangel Island to
him. They were convinced by the recommendation of Vladimir Arsenyev,
the famed explorer, author and researcher of the Far East. Ushakov
came from a remote village along the Amur River, and as a 15-yearold lad he had had the good fortune of getting along on Arsenyev’s
expedition to the Far East. The author of Dersu Uzala had recognised

the youngster’s qualifications – his sharp intellect, ability to cooperate
and his perseverance.
In May 1926 Georgy Ushakov, a member of the State Geographical
Society, was appointed the head of the Far East region executive
committee for the administration of Wrangel and Herald Islands.
The directions he received mainly culminated in two things: he was
personally responsible for everything and he was expected to know how
to act according to circumstances.
Exhibiting exceptional organising ability, despite of his young age,
Ushakov took care of the trip’s arrangements at short notice: he oversaw
the repairs and provisioning of the ship – the ship being the steamship
Stavropol – and acquired all the needed equipment. He assembled a
unanimous crew, among them doctor Nikolay Savenko and the seasoned
hunter, former teacher Joseph Pavlov, who was in charge of the financial
management of the island and served as an interpreter. Ushakov also
very successfully hired Chukchi and Eskimo people who represented
the majority of the settlers. It wasn’t easy to persuade the permanent
residents of the Far East to change their familiar home to a strange island
at the end of the world. But Ushakov was a natural-born psychologist
and was sincerely interested in the lives of minority peoples. The first
representative of the Soviet Government on Wrangel Island even
brought along four shamans, including their families. This was both a
far-sighted and courageous act in an era of battling atheism. By securing
himself the shamans’ support, at the same time he significantly eased
his cooperation with the island’s new inhabitants: although leaving far
away from home the Chukchi and Eskimo people didn’t have to give up
their traditions or beliefs.
Ushakov also showed to his travelling companions time and again that
their prejudices didn’t hold true. Insomuch that they started to perceive
the settlement’s head himself as a notable shaman. Ushakov was able

to establish confidential and friendly relations with the Eskimos, and it
was this skill that sealed the success of his mission.
On 7 August 1926 the fifty-nine settlers arrived at Wrangel Island.
The first winter was the hardest. In the part of the island that was most
favourable to ship traffic – around Rodgers Bay – there was the least
amount of game. They had to hunt on one side of the island and at the
same time build the settlement on the other. The first year proved that
their well-being was first and foremost dependent on hunting success.
The settlers spent three years on the island in almost complete isolation
from the continent: they couldn’t get the radio station to work, and they
were reached by air only once – by two aeroplanes in the summer of
1927. An unknown American ship called at Rodgers Bay in the same year.
The Americans lowered their boat into water, but retreated upon seeing
people on the shore. On 28 August 1929 the icebreaker Litke arrived at
Wrangel Island to bring the next group of settlers, among them the new
head of the settlement, Aref Mineyev, as well as new equipment and
supplies.
During the first three years the Wrangel Island Soviet community met
fully the expectations placed on them. Due to the successful hunt of
Arctic foxes, bears and walruses, the trading settlement established by
Ushakov became a profitable business. The village founded in Rodgers
Bay was named Ushakovskoye after the island’s first governor.
During the first years they accustomed themselves to the new climate
and learnt to overwinter, organised regular weather observations, carried
out the first topographic measurements and devised a description of
the island, collected mineral, rock, bird, mammal and plant specimens
and gathered ethnological data. Celebrations and sports competitions
created community spirit. The first child was born on the island.
”Three years of struggling side by side. Three years of hard frost, blizzards
and ice. The shared joys and failures brought us closer together, made

us one family,” described Georgy Ushakov the mission that he had so
exceptionally successfully carried out. This was a long time ago – in this
rugged area man has alternately reasserted himself and withdrawn. But
it can be said with certainty that Ushakov’s era marked the beginning of
the golden age of exploiting Wrangel Island.
Georgy Ushakov’s successor Aref Mineyev continued the tradition of
successful overwintering. He independently looked after the settlement
with his people for three years. The only connection to the mainland was
through radio, and not a single ship sent to the island was able to get
there through the ice.
At the end of the third year, aeroplanes visited the island again to
bring necessities and pick up the ill. In the fourth year the settlement
was expecting the steamship Chelyuskin to call at Wrangel on her sail
along the Northern Sea Route, but she never arrived. The last two winters
were the hardest: they run out of paraffin oil, there was lack of coal, and
the radio station stopped working. Driftwood washed ashore was used
for heating. Mineyev had nevertheless seen to that foodstuff had been
stocked, so no severe cases of illness or deaths occurred. The trading
settlement processed enormous amounts of Arctic fox and polar bear
hides along with walrus tusks, so it was making a profit as long as they
managed to have the products transported to the mainland. This took
place in the late summer of 1934, when the icebreaker Krassin, which had
originally been sent to help the Chelyuskin, arrived to bring new settlers
to the island.

Life on the island

Alongside the economic exploitation of the island, scientific research was
conducted as far as opportunities allowed. The Russian polar explorers
had conducted cartographical and hydrographic research and animal
censuses and had collected plants already since the expedition of the
icebreaker Vaygach. For the first time, scientific research had been clearly
defined as one of Aref Mineyev’s responsibilities. The scientists who
arrived on board the icebreaker Litke were very productive during the
ship’s brief call: among other things, they compiled a collection of twentyfive bird species. One of the scientists stayed on the island to continue
his work. ”Meteorologist K.M. Zvantsev − − was our sole scientific
expert,” wrote Mineyev. ”The absence of researchers was compensated
by an abundance of scientific instruments. The geological tools ranged
from a geologist’s hammer to an amazing polarizing microscope.” The
settlement’s doctor Sinadski carried out biological research according to
instructions received from specialists.
Geologist Leonid Gromov arrived at the island in 1935, and later
became a legend on the island. During three fieldwork seasons he
collected mainly alone a vast amount of data in order to draw a
geological map of Wrangel Island, and he was soon appointed the
island’s deputy. This famed polar explorer visited the island for the last
time as late as in the mid-1980s, by then already an old man.
In 1935 the first multidisciplinary expedition of the USSR Academy
of Sciences arrived at Wrangel Island. It studied the topography of the
island, its soil, the permafrost and the marine and terrestrial animals
and plants. Year by year more and more scientists worked on the island.
After the war expeditions from the botanical and zoological research
institute of the USSR Academy of Sciences, the Soviet research institute
of natural sciences, the A. N. Severtsov Institute, the scientific central
laboratory of hunting economy and nature reserve administration and

other Soviet research institutes worked there. More or less each new
study proved that Wrangel Island was unique in the entire world. The
geographers can make people guess: which island is located in three
hemispheres simultaneously? Well, that’s Wrangel Island. The 180th
meridian divides it into two parts: the eastern, which is located in the
western hemisphere, and the western, which is located in the eastern
hemisphere – as mysterious as this sounds. At the same time the entire
island is located in the northern hemisphere. All joking aside, the special
characteristics of the island’s location and the conditions in which its flora
and fauna have developed through history make the island unique. To
preserve this incomparable diversity of nature on Wrangel Island and the
adjacent Herald Island, they were declared a state nature reserve in 1976.
Over half of Wrangel Island is covered with chains of mountains that
are among the highest in the entire northern polar region and the
highest on such islands in the northern polar region that are not covered
by ice sheet. The area of 7,670 square kilometres features all basic types
of Arctic landscapes, and an exceptional number of representatives of
the animal and, particularly, plant kingdoms have made the island their
home.
Measured in its nature’s diversity and the abundance of indigenous
plant species Wrangel Island is second to none in the polar region.
Experts have called this ”the Wrangel Island botanical aberration”.
”The island belongs to the Arctic tundra subzone, in other words,
the northernmost subzone of the tundra zone, where the average
temperature in July varies from 1.5–2 to 4.5–5 degrees Celsius above zero.
Most of the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, the New Siberian Islands and
the Spitsbergen are located in the same subzone. The carefully studied
vascular plants of Spitsbergen include 160 species and subspecies. 135
vascular plants are found on the New Siberian Islands, but on Wrangel
Island there are 415, which exceeds the number of species in the

Canadian Arctic Archipelago and is 2.5–3-fold compared to all areas in
this subzone that are comparable in size, including continental areas,
such as the Taymyr Peninsula,” elaborates WWF’s Arctic biodiversity
coordinator Mikhail Stishov. Also southern tundra species atypical of
such northern latitudes have been found on the island, such as Festuca
lenensis, a grass, and some mosses.
Wrangel Island’s insect world is also rich in species, and species that
usually thrive farther south have been discovered on the island. If the
northern Arctic regions make one think of frozen wilderness, it is hard to
imagine that 42 species of butterflies can live in this wilderness. In 2006
when insect data was collected on the island, 34 such species that had
not been met on the island before and one species previously unknown
to science were discovered.
The island’s birdlife is astonishingly abundant: 169 bird species have
been found there. What also makes Wrangel Island special is that it is
the only permanent snow goose nesting colony in Eurasia. Previously
snow geese have also nested on the Chukchi Peninsula and in Yakutia.
In recent years the island’s snow geese have been doing well: the
number of birds has increased and, in addition, the birds have started to
rebuild the colonies that were destroyed some decades ago as a result of
human activities. As it is, the Wrangel Island bird colonies are the largest
in Chukchi Sea, and particularly many snowy owls and Ross’s Gulls have
been met on the island. Brent geese come to the island from the Chukchi
Peninsula and Alaska for the duration of moulting.
The list of terrestrial animals found on Wrangel Island includes nine
species. These are the polar bear, the Arctic fox, the wolverine, the wolf,
the Siberian brown lemming, the Wrangel lemming – both lemming
species are indigenous to the island – the wild reindeer, the musk ox
and the fox. The world’s largest concentration of polar bear breeding
dens is located on Wrangel and Herald Islands. In the last years the dens

have not been counted, and it is challenging in general to evaluate the
number of dens as their locations depend on the thickness of snow
cover. Mainly broods that have left their dens have been recorded and it
has been observed that the broods are becoming smaller. Furthermore,
a large proportion of bears have started to hibernate on the ice. ”The
ice conditions have been difficult for bears,” notes Alexander Gruzdev,
the director of the Wrangel Island nature reserve. ”The sea has thawed
rather early and frozen late, and the ice has receded far away from the
island. In some years it has retreated to the 80th parallel. In the last three
years the ice condition has changed again. We have not seen signs of
global warming; the ice has thawed at the end of August and already in
November the sea has frozen again. The polar bears might just yet return
to the island.”
When the ice melts, the polar bears can also survive on the shores.
Carcasses constitute the basis of their diet, but they also seek to hunt
actively. In 2010, when the number of lemmings increased and at the
same time there were no walruses or seals, the bears learnt to catch
lemmings. The nature reserve’s employees have seen signs of a struggle
between a bear and a musk ox, and a few years ago they saw a musk ox
with such a large wound in its back that it could have only been caused
by a bear.
The musk ox is one of the two odd-toed ungulates brought to the
island from elsewhere. The first to arrive was the wild reindeer. Wild
reindeer were introduced at the end of the 1940s and in the beginning of
the 1950s, when a wild reindeer sovkhoz was established on the island.
The wild reindeer adjusted well, and after the closing of the sovkhoz they
have become feral. At the most they amounted to over 8,500 heads. The
rapid growth of the population gave cause for concern, however, nature
regulated its growth itself.
In 2004–2005 the number of wild reindeer decreased steeply when

the conditions on the island were uncommonly slippery. In the first year
roughly about thousand animals died and another six thousand in the
following year. About 1,500–2,000 wild reindeer remained on the island,
and the population is in decline. These days the Wrangel Island wild
reindeer is a vanishing species.
In the 1970s the musk oxen brought from Canada were naturalized
on Wrangel Island, although they didn’t quite feel at home immediately.
According to paleontological information these hoofed animals, as
well as wild reindeer, have inhabited Wrangel Island previously, so in a
way they have returned home. It is interesting that as the wild reindeer
population decreased steeply, the musk ox calves started to survive
increasingly better. Nowadays it is estimated that there are about 850–
1,000 musk oxen on the island. Their number remains stable.
Only some 20–30 years ago the walruses gathered on the sandbanks
near the shore, their largest resting site in the Chukchi Sea. In addition,
it was estimated that up to 130,000 walruses were swimming in the
waters in the vicinity of the island. Other common pinnipeds on Wrangel
Island include the bearded seal and the ringed seal, of which the latter is
among polar bears’ most important prey and the basis for their survival.
The declining number of pinnipeds is worrying as far as polar bears are
concerned. In 2011 there was a mass death of seals: the ice receded far
away from the shore and the adult seals followed it, leaving only young
seals on the island. The coast was littered with seal cubs that made for
easy pickings for the bears. This was the polar bears’ last ”fat” year: in the
following years the number of seals decreased.
Large walrus resting sites haven’t been found in Cape Blossom or
the Somnitelnaya sandbank in decades. The walruses seem to have
moved to mainland, for new mass resting sites have started to form
on the Chukchi Peninsula. ”In Somnitelnaya they have counted at the
most 3,000 individuals in the past years,” reports Alexander Gruzdev.

”Earlier about 30,000–40,000 walruses have been found there.
Apparently the changed ice conditions have caused this.”
After the wild reindeer, wolverine was the next to arrive on the
island. Wolverines have inhabited the island at least from the beginning
of 1980s or mid-1980s, possibly even earlier. On the basis of recorded
encounters, the number of wolverines is probably on the rise.
The wolf arrived on Wrangel Island from the Chukchi Peninsula, but
it’s difficult to pinpoint the exact time of its arrival. In the mid-1970s,
before and during the introduction of musk oxen, eleven wolves were
shot on the island. Next time wolves were encountered in the winter
of 2000–2001. The nature reserve’s employees spotted a pack of about
seven wolves. According to experts, wolves disappeared from the island
during the years following the mass death of the wild reindeer. Only
individual hybrids remained. They turned into a serious problem for the
island’s ecosystem. It’s difficult to estimate their number, but their origin
is known: they are the offspring of a local black male dog and a female
wolf that had abandoned its pack. Killing hybrids is among the nature
reserve employees’ most important tasks.
One of the staple species of the island’s fauna is the Arctic fox. Arctic
foxes freely roam the ice, following the polar bears. The bear’s leftovers
are always a welcome addition to their diet. Arctic fox pairs that dig
their dens near goose colonies get enough nutrition, and their dens
are crammed with goose eggs. The other foxes are dependent on the
number of lemmings. The more lemmings, the larger litters of fox pups.
In 2010 when the number of lemmings peaked, litters of up to 15 pups
were found in fox dens. All life in the tundra is dependent on lemmings,
of which there are two species on Wrangel Island. This small and nimble
creature is the main staple in the diet of almost all the other species,
including the wild reindeer. Lack of protein-rich nutrition is continuously
a serious problem in the tundra.

The lost world

As mentioned earlier, a major special characteristic of Wrangel Island’s
biodiversity is that its species are endemic. ”Of the common species
existing on the island, 6 per cent of the vascular plants, 12 per cent of the
beetles, 10 per cent of the butterflies and both of the lemming species are
solely endemic to Wrangel Island,” writes biologist Mikhail Stichov, who
has worked on the island for 20 years. About 40 indigenous species and
subspecies of vascular plants, insects, birds and mammals are found the
island which is totally extraordinary in the northern polar region and has
no parallel anywhere else. ”Some of these indigenous species are relict by
nature and they belong to earth’s rarest species. In addition, some of the
typically American species found on the island are not found anywhere
else in Eurasia – apart from the unbelievable Wrangel Island.
This phenomenon is explained by the fact that the island is situated on
an extensive Arctic underwater isthmus that connects Asia and America.
During the Pleistocene age, part of the Quaternary period, which started
2.5 million years ago and ended almost 12,000 years ago, very cold and
relatively warm periods alternated on earth. The water level of the world’s
oceans varied significantly. Beringia, an ancient land area between Asia
and America so named by scientists, was continuously submerged.
Beringia’s highest mountainous region, the present-day Wrangel Island,
however, wasn’t engulfed by water, and life evolved there in isolation,
which resulted in the abundance of indigenous species. Once the
water level lowered, the migration of plants and animals between the
continents began again, and species usually met in America appeared
on the island.
Wrangel Island was in luck: it was not submerged by water nor
glaciated during the Pleistocene age. Furthermore, the island’s unusual
topography – the mountain ridges that protect against the arctic air
masses and the cauldron valleys between the mountains with unique

micro climates – keeps the annual average temperature relatively
high. Apart from the fact that individual relict species are plentiful
on Wrangel Island, entire relict-like nature zones have also been
found there – such as cryophyte steppes – and they have remained
unchanged since the pre-ice age era. Cryophytes are life forms that
are adapted to dry and cool temperatures of 0–10 degrees Celsius.
From the ecological viewpoint, Wrangel Island can be considered
a monument of the Pleistocene age.
In 2004 Wrangel Island became the first Arctic site on the UNESCO
World Heritage List. The island met two selection criteria: on the one
hand, traces have remained there of extraordinary evolution as a result
of which one-of-a-kind natural environment has formed; on the other,
within its own nature zone, its biodiversity is remarkable in comparison
to the other areas.
From the paleontological perspective, Wrangel Island is a sensation. Up
until lately, it was commonly believed that mammoths did not survive the
Pleistocene age, but became extinct when the climate last cooled down
sharply some 10,000–12,000 years ago. The results of a study of mammoth
remains published in the Nature magazine in 1993 by Wrangel Island
nature reserve employee Sergey Vartanyanov show that mammoths
still lived on Wrangel Island in 1700 BCE. The representatives of this last
known population were notably small – one and a half times smaller
than their Pleistocene ancestors. ”When the pyramids were being built
in Egypt, mammoths still roamed Wrangel Island. Nothing comparable
to this has been encountered anywhere else in the entire world,” says the
nature reserve’s director Alexander Gruzdev.
It is possible that humans eradicated the island’s mammoths. Biologist
Valery Plotnikov, who participated in an international paleontological
expedition to Wrangel Island some time ago, assumes that the hunting
practised by humans of the Paleolithic era has had a direct effect on the

extinction of mammoths. He refers to the site of Paleo-Eskimo habitation
found in the Chertov Ovrag copse in 1975 by the Soviet scientists led by
Nikolai Dikov. ”On the basis of radiocarbon analysis of charcoal from a
hearth, the site is dated to 3360±155 years away. According to the most
recent radiocarbon analysis, the temporal difference between the island’s
mammoth population and the site of Paleo-Eskimo habitation would only
be 340 years, which is relatively little. Humans may have arrived at the
island already significantly earlier and encountered the last mammoths
there − − humans may well have eradicated them.”

The island and its inhabitants

The Chertov Ovrag findings clearly prove that humans have lived
and hunted on Wrangel Island already in prehistoric times. Later it
remained uninhabited for centuries, and nature wasn’t interfered with.
But when Ferdinand Wrangel marked the mountainous region north
of Cape Yakan on a map, the inevitable countdown began: it was only
a matter of time when humans would arrive at the island. Later this
rugged Arctic region was occupied by Soviet scientists. Safeguarding
control over the island was an important governmental task, so when
the settling of the island was started under the direction of Georgy
Ushakov, it had been anticipated and was unavoidable. In addition to
this strategic mission, other goals were set, too. Ushakov’s successor
Aref Mineyev listed them in his memoirs:
”1. Drawing up plans to improve the island’s finances.
2. Managing the island’s finances and other affairs.
3. Conducting scientific work on the island.
4. Delivering weather information and information relating to the
ice conditions in the areas surrounding the island to ships during their
season of operation.
5. Bookkeeping and everything else related to the day-to-day
running of affairs on the island.
6. Improving the standard of education of the native people.”
Concerning the financial objectives, only brief verbal instructions had
been given according to which they had to ”do everything that was
necessary to exploit the existing riches in an as well-balanced way as
possible and to ensure that the island would make as few losses as
possible.”
When they established the trading settlement focusing on furs and
sea animals, when they established a wild reindeer sovkhoz, when they
attempted to mine rock crystal that the legendary geologist Leonid

Gromov had discovered on the island already in the 1930s, they aimed
at making ”as few losses as possible” on Wrangel Island. They didn’t
achieve their goal, however. A military airfield was built in the village
of Zvyozdny in Somnitelnaya Bay, anti-aircraft defence bases in Cape
Hawaii and border guard stations in the village of Ushakovskoye.
The presence of the Soviet Government increasingly burdened the
island. The damage inflicted on the island’s ecosystem need not even
be mentioned. Each year oil and industrial lubricants, technology
and machinery were brought to the island. Carelessly stored oil and
lubricants spilled on the ground and into the sea, broken machinery
and household waste were left lying around on the island. During
the time period when the largest number of people were living on
the island, the walrus resting sites disappeared from the shores of
Rodgers Bay and the Somnitelnaya sandbanks, and Russia’s only snow
goose nesting sites were endangered. In the 1980s and the 1990s, the
practising of the different trades on the island started to wane, then
clearly diminished and in the end ceased altogether. Human presence
started to decrease when the nature reserve was founded in 1976. This
has influenced Wrangel Island’s ecosystem in positive ways only.
For several years now, efforts have been made on the island to clean
up scrap metal, waste oil and other residues from its shores according
to the laws on cleaning up Russia’s Arctic regions. Removing technology
waste was one of the conditions for the island’s inclusion in the list of
UNESCO World Heritage Sites. In 2011 the ship Mihail Somov delivered
to the nature reserve two waste compactors, a waste oil burner and
a tractor along with tools to cut up metal. The work towards erasing
decades of accumulated ecological damage continues.

A symbol of fragility

In this book we get to admire the work of Russian wildlife photographer
Sergey Gorshkov. Since 2010 Sergey has chronicled the island’s
untamed nature in images. In his own words:
”Arriving at this fragment of ancient times in the Bering Strait is like
landing on a foreign planet. The absence of people on the island –
apart from the employees of the nature reserve – is a major advantage.
When I arrived here for the first time, I was shocked. Here I understood,
first, how immense the northern polar region is and, second, that it
is considerably more diverse than I had imagined. Everyone who has
visited this place understands what I am saying. There is an endless
amount of stunning beauty here. My brain can barely understand this
enchanting, magnificent infinity. Wrangel Island’s peace and grandeur
are beyond comparison. I’ve noticed that when I’m here, I do not
count the days that I have left; on the contrary, I try to come up with
reasons to postpone my departure to a later date. Once I caught myself
thinking that I could finish my project within a year, but nonetheless
was deliberately making up excuses to drag it out, so that I could
keep coming back to this island time and again – to dig deeper and to
achieve what I have always wanted to achieve, but, first and foremost,
so I could be alone with this island and enjoy its freedom and barren
beauty. The northern polar region has become a symbol of fragility for
our planet. We can see that the climate is changing. The northern polar
region has become its first casualty. Having stayed here for a length of
time, I have observed changes. The ice is inevitably disappearing, there
are less polar bears frolicking around. We must save the northern polar
region. For as long as polar bears still breed on Wrangel Island we have
no right to say that the battle has been lost. As a photographer, I hope
that my work will not go down in history as the last pieces of evidence
of this beauty.”

Polar bear, Ursus maritimus
“THOSE WHO INHABIT THE COAST OF THE
NORTHERN POLAR REGION MUST LIVE BY A
BASIC PRINCIPLE: IF LARGE CARNIVORES ARE
ON THE MOVE IN THE REGION, PEOPLE MUST
ALWAYS BE PREPARED FOR AN ENCOUNTER
WITH THEM...
AS THEY IMPROVE THEIR KNOWLEDGE OF
ECOLOGY, THE INHABITANTS OF THE NORTHERN
POLAR REGION CAN AVOID DANGEROUS
SITUATIONS, AND A PERSON OBSERVING A POLAR
BEAR AMID MASSES OF ICE ON A DESOLATE
SHORE OF THE ARCTIC OCEAN DOES NOT NEED
TO FEEL ALONE IN THIS WORLD, BUT CAN DRAW
STRENGTH FROM AN ETERNAL SOURCE, EARTH’S
UNTAMED NATURE.”
LEONID STASHKEVICH,
DIRECTOR OF THE WRANGEL ISLAND
NATURE RESERVE 1981–1988

Polar bear cubs have left the den where they were born in March, and now it is
safe to say that they have been lucky and survived their first year, which is the
hardest one. They will still live one more year with their mother.

A polar bear mother takes its sole cub onto the pack ice of the
Chukchi Sea. From now on the family will stay mainly on the ice.
Under the mother’s supervision the little one practises survival skills
− learns to eat, hunt and play.

On the eastern side of Wrangel Island strong currents keep breaking
up the ice throughout the winter, and a ringed seal lives in the open
water. The bears stroll along the shores and search for prey. Every
now and then they climb high up the precipices of Cape Waring to
observe their surroundings and to rest.

Only pregnant female bears hibernate in a den. Cubs are born when the polar
night is at its darkest. At first, the cubs are surprisingly small and helpless. But
as they suckle their mother’s fatty milk, they grow fast and soon transform.

To polar bears, sea ice is home − they spend most of their
time on the ice. The existence of ice is crucial to their
nutrition and survival.

Mist − a typical sight in the northern polar region. Back in the
day Georgy Ushakov wrote that mist can deceive even the most
experienced hunters: ”They creep towards a snowy owl thinking
that it is a bear, mistake an Arctic fox for a deer...”

Cape Waring is a massive rocky outcrop that extends into the
sea. It is a harsh environment and looks deserted at first sight.
Nevertheless, scores of polar bears live on its steep cliffs and in
the nearby gorges. For centuries the bears have come here every
autumn to hibernate and give birth to their cubs.

In the polar region circumstances change quickly. During the last years
there have been less ice and less bears. Most of the bears are adult males,
and there are less families and younger animals. This is the first clear sign
of the crisis affecting the population.

One important reason behind the loss of polar bear cubs is
adult male bears. About ten per cent of the cubs die at the
paws of their own kind.

A polar bear mother will not let anyone harm its cubs. She will
protect them fiercely. A fight isn’t fair though: a male polar bear
weighs twice as much as a female.

Whale carcasses have washed ashore in a storm. A banquet is set
out for the polar bears. One whale is enough to feed a group of
bears for months.

Finding a dead walrus is only half the victory. The female bear is not
able to drag the walrus carcass ashore alone. So, it tries to eat as
much as possible before the waves wash the carcass away.

The polar bear is the world’s largest land predator. Most often it
hunts on ice. Its survival depends on the existence of ice and prey.
The cubs start to eat meat early on, but still also continue to suckle
their mother’s milk.

Cape Waring is located on
the eastern tip of Wrangel
Island. Bears roam its
hillsides, waiting for the
walrus’ arrival at the island
and their settling down
on Cape Waring’s narrow
foreshore below the steep
cliffs. That will spell a feast
for the bears.

For the most part of the
year Wrangel Island’s
shores are deserted. But
every year in August
about three hundred
bears migrate to the
island. The ice has
melted, and the bears
have stayed on the
island. They wander
around the shores,
looking for prey.

Because polar bears live and hunt on the ice, they are directly reliant on it. But the arctic
glaciers are melting rapidly, and at the same time the polar bear population is declining:
in the last twenty years it has decreased from 30,000 individuals to 20,000. According to
the grimmest predictions the Arctic Ocean will be completely iceless by 2030. This will
mean the disappearance of the ruler of the polar region.

It is getting hard to tell apart the grown up cubs and the female.
Soon the bear mother will bid farewell to its cubs. They will
probably never meet again.

Today, there are about 20,000 polar bears in the world.
This image portrays a little over 0.1 percent of the entire world polar bear population.

It is September.
There is no autumn on Wrangel Island. After a short arctic summer,
winter follows immediately. Wind rises from the north and the
season turns within a couple of days. The long circumpolar night
starts in November.

Polar bears fatten themselves by eating walrus carcasses. They put on weight
before the harsh northern winter. When the sea freezes, they begin to hunt their
favourite prey, the seal. But each year is not alike: sometimes there is plenty of
food, other times food is so scarce that the bears starve. Then they will even eat
lemmings.

In late summer strong winds blow the ice away from the shores of
Wrangel Island. Along with the ice also disappear the polar bears’ prey,
seals and walruses. Some bears will follow the prey by drifting on ice floes.

When the water freezes, both the
males and females with their cubs
leave the island and spend the
winter on the vast expanses of sea
ice. Only pregnant females remain
on the island and begin to search
for a den for themselves.

Walrus, Odobenus rosmarus
“WHEN WE ARRIVED AT THE ICE EDGE AND
LOOKED TOWARDS THE COAST, THE ENTIRE
HORIZON, AS FAR AS THE EYE COULD SEE,
WAS DOTTED WITH WALRUSES. THEIR
ROARING CARRIED OVER A DISTANCE
OF SEVERAL KILOMETRES AS A TERRIBLE
CONCERT. UP CLOSE IT WAS SO DEAFENING
THAT ONE HAD TO SHOUT TO BE HEARD.
NOT ALL WALRUSES WERE BELLOWING AT THE
SAME TIME THOUGH, ONLY THE LONELY ONES,
BUT THERE WERE SO MANY OF THEM THAT
AT A DISTANCE THE VOICES MERGED INTO
ONE ROAR.”
AREF MINEYEV, WRANGEL ISLAND
EXPEDITION LEADER 1929–1934

Two large walrus resting sites on Wrangel Island have been known for
long, one in Cape Blossom and the other in Somnitelnaya Bay. In recent
years the walruses have seldom come to the island.

Ice surrounds the island as a continuous belt, but by autumn winds will
break up the ice and clear it from the shores. But the birds are in no hurry
to leave the ice floes.

Snowy owl, Bubo scandiacus
“A SNOWY OWL CAN SIT FOR HOURS WITHOUT
MOVING. THEN IT SUDDENLY TAKES FLIGHT
AND DESCENDS, AS SILENTLY AS A GHOST,
A HUNDRED METRES AWAY. AT ITS NEST THE
OWL FORGETS CAUTION AND WHOOSHES
OVER THE INTRUDER’S HEAD, HISSING
AND SNAPPING ITS BEAK. AN ARCTIC FOX
WILLINGLY FEASTS ON BIRD EGGS. IT ISN’T
BRAVE ENOUGH TO INVADE THE OWL’S
NEST THOUGH AND IT ALSO AVOIDS THOSE
COLONIES OF GEESE THAT LIVE NEAR AN
OWL.”
GEORGY USHAKOV, WRANGEL ISLAND
EXPEDITION LEADER 1926–1929

Snowy owl chicks learn to fly in August. At first, they are inexperienced
and often fall into the water. They swim across small rivers and streamlets
by taking strokes with their wings.

A young owl has strayed into a skua’s territory and got what it
deserved. Later on the chick remembered that it can fly and calmly
flew away.

The snowy owl is a timid bird. Sergey Gorshkov recounts: ”I was
unbelievably lucky in that the owl came so close to me. It may be
that I was the first human it ever saw. I hope that its later encounters
with people have gone well, too.”

Snowy owls do not winter on Wrangel Island. In September, when it
snows in the northern and middle parts of the island, owls migrate
to the beach and prepare to set off to the continent − to where
there’s food.

At the end of August days clearly get shorter.
Young owls work hard to practise flying.

By the end of August the owl chicks start to fly independently. They
are playful and, when given the opportunity, they measure their
strength with some equally young fellow creatures − Arctic foxes that
have left their den.

Snowy owls are white year-round. This is a male;
its breast is pure white. Females have spots on
their breast.

After learning to fly, the owlets
fly a lot, often together with
their siblings. They start to prey
independently, but are still
dependent on their mother.

Muskox, Ovibos moschatus
“THE MUSKOX HAS ADAPTED IN A UNIQUE
WAY TO THE MOST EXTREME ARCTIC
CONDITIONS. NO WONDER IT SURVIVED THE
ICE AGE. AT ONE TIME THE MUSKOX LIVED
ALL OVER NORTHERN RUSSIA. ACCORDING
TO THE MOST CONSERVATIVE ESTIMATES,
THE NORTHERN PARTS OF RUSSIA COULD
ACCOMMODATE TWO MILLION MUSKOXEN.“
ALEXANDER GRUZDEV, DIRECTOR OF THE
WRANGEL ISLAND NATURE RESERVE

On 22 November the polar night sets in on Wrangel Island.
After two dark months, on 22 January, winter’s gloom lets up
as the sun emerges on the horizon.

Muskoxen are extremely well adapted to live in the Arctic region.
They have existed in the north for thousands of years and in ancient
times they inhabited Wrangel Island together with mammoths.

In winter the muskoxen mostly keep to the mountain slopes. There
the wind blows most of the snow away, so it is easier for animals to
find food during the long arctic winter.

In October the muskoxen still haven’t shed previous year’s hair, and
the winter is coming soon.

At the end of the summer it is time for muskox courtship. Bulls fight each other
fiercely. These giants, weighing up to 400 kg, butt heads at speed of 40 km/h −
again and again. The composition of the herd will depend on the outcome of
these duels.

In recent years some muskoxen have become separated from
the herd and had to fight with dangerous predators, wolves,
which have returned to the island. Even giants such as muskoxen
are defenceless alone.

The sun no longer shines, and the temperature drops in the dark.
A thick coat of wool and layers of fat − that’s the muskox’s formula
for surviving the harsh conditions of the polar night.

Arctic fox, Vulpes lagopus
“ON WRANGEL ISLAND THE ARCTIC FOX
FEELS AT HOME IN HIGH PLACES THAT STAY
DRY. MOST OFTEN THEY FAVOUR SANDBANKS,
AND THEY DIG LOTS OF TUNNELS. ARCTIC
FOXES EAT MAINLY LEMMINGS. THEY ARE NOT
FUSSY ABOUT THEIR FOOD, HOWEVER, AND
WILL EAT ANYTHING THEY CONSIDER EDIBLE.
WHEN THE TUNDRA BIRDS ARRIVE, ESPECIALLY
THE SMALL BIRDS THAT CANNOT DEFEND
THEMSELVES, THE ARCTIC FOX BECOMES THE
BANDIT OF THE TUNDRA.”
AREF MINEYEV, WRANGEL ISLAND
EXPEDITION LEADER 1929–1934

Thousands of snow geese nest on
Wrangel Island. There is a goose
colony also near the Peak Tundrovy
field station. When the geese arrive,
a hustle and bustle breaks out in its
surroundings. Goose eggs attract
Arctic foxes.

The Arctic fox pups have already begun their independent lives. It takes them
a lot of time to search for food, as they succeed rarely. Their main cause of
death is hunger. The long arctic winter is ahead, and only one of three will
survive till next spring.

Arctic fox pups leave their den at the age of five weeks. They are
hungry all the time. At first, they only suckle their mother’s milk, but
as they grow bigger, they also begin to need meat. Then they start
to prey on lemmings.

It is not easy for an Arctic fox pair to feed their fast-growing, always
hungry young. The parents run around the tundra day and night in
search of food: goose eggs and lemmings. In the course of a single
season an Arctic fox family can eat up to 3,500 lemmings.

The pups are born in a den in May. A litter of 8−10 pups is not rare.
At the most there can be 18 pups. Having many offspring increases
the possibilities of survival.

An Arctic fox pup has left the den
and is facing the cold world alone.
Soon snow will cover the island,
and the polar night begins. For
Arctic foxes this is the hardest
season. In order to survive the pups
must learn to catch their own food.

By the end of July the pups have clearly grown. They start to
explore their surroundings and wander further away from the den.
They still go home for the night, but soon they will spread out over
the northern expanses.

Bad lemming years are tough for Arctic foxes. Some parents
abandon their young in the den to starve.

The pups are now three months old. For most of the
time they play, toughen themselves up and practise
their social skills.

Snow goose, Anser caerulescens
“SNOW GEESE FOUND THEIR WAY TO
THE ISLAND LONG BEFORE HUMANS.
EVERY SPRING THEY RETURNED TO THEIR
HOME FROM CALIFORNIA, NESTED IN BIG
COLONIES, BROODED HATCHLINGS AND
TAUGHT THEM HOW TO FLY... YEARS WENT
BY, PEOPLE CHANGED AND THEIR ATTITUDE
TOWARDS THE NATURAL RESOURCES OF
THE ARCTIC REGION CHANGED. PEOPLE
DIDN’T UNDERSTAND THE CONNECTION
BETWEEN THE DISAPPEARANCE OF BIRDS AND
EXCESSIVE HUNTING, COLLECTING EGG AND
STRAY DOGS...”
LEONID STASHKEVICH, DIRECTOR OF THE
WRANGEL ISLAND NATURE RESERVE 1981–1988

Tundra is still white, but the arrival of snow geese tells that
according to the calendar the summer is about to begin. The island
becomes alive before one’s very eyes.

Following the steadfast law of nature, snow geese travel to the shores of
Wrangel Island. The nature of their migration has changed though: global
warming is changing the seasonal cycle. The birds appear to adapt to this
change and arrive a little earlier year by year.

In May it is still winter, but
already in June the sun will make
miracles. It will light up and warm
up the island for twenty-four
hours a day. As the weather gets
warmer, the environment changes
and many migratory birds arrive
to nest on Wrangel Island.

After a long and hard winter the Arctic foxes’ habitat becomes more
lively. Snow geese travel to Wrangel Island from North America. This
island is the northernmost region where they can find food.

A few decades ago there were at least four geese colonies on the
island. Then people started to collect goose eggs and kill the geese.
Nowadays, only one colony remains in the Tundra River valley.

The days after arrival are the busiest in the goose colony. The males
scuffle with each other when claiming nesting sites. Arctic foxes
attack the first laid eggs.

More geese arrive non-stop – one flock after another. When all
these birds take flight at the same time over the Tundra River valley,
it look as if they fill the entire sky.

An Arctic fox and a goose are somewhat equal opponents to
each other. A goose is able to protect its nest and hatchlings
from an Arctic fox.

The geese must find nesting sites
for themselves, perform their
courtship dances and brood their
offspring. They fight each other
for every strip of tundra land.

There are so many goose eggs available that an Arctic fox hides
some for later. When the pups grow and begin to explore their
surroundings, they will find most of the hidden eggs. These supplies
will bring a lot of joy to the growing pups.

A goose is a tough prey for the Arctic fox. Geese are able to
defend themselves.

An Arctic fox tries to drive the female goose away from its
nest to catch an egg. If also the male goose is around, the
birds usually win the fight.

The geese must be on constant lookout. The lack of lemmings has a clear effect
on the colony’s life. When they are scarce, almost the entire Arctic fox population
gathers near the goose nests, watching for their opportunity.

The geese are only able to protect their eggs and survive by living in large
colonies and defending together against predators. Outside the colonies the
birds are no match to the Arctic foxes that drive them away from the nests to
snatch the precious eggs.

A male goose only protects its own nest. It won’t react in any
way to the robbing of a neighbouring nest as long as the
Arctic fox doesn’t enter its own territory.

At the time of brooding the colony is exceptionally quiet. One can
only hear the angry shrieks of mother geese protecting their eggs
from Arctic foxes and other predators.

The geese lead their young to the numerous lakes in the north, to the Tundra
Akademii salt plain. This migration within the island is the summer’s last gift to the
predators. Arctic foxes, skuas, seagulls, wolverines and wolves take the opportunity
to eat well.

The first chicks hatched out twenty-three days after the eggs were
laid. The last one hatched on the following day. A hatchling can
survive on the nutrition provided by the yolk sac for couple of days
without other food.

At the end of August the sun no longer climbs over the horizon. The night begins
on the island, and the weather cools down quickly. For summer visitors this is the
sign of departure.

The geese get restless and their young have already learned to fly and are ready to
take wing. The chicks are now two months old and have grown from 70 grams to
1.5 kilograms. The time has come to migrate south.

The colour of the Arctic
region is white
Because of man’s negligence and inconsiderate usage of natural
resources, an enormous amount of industrial waste, tens of thousands of
kilograms of scrap metal, other discarded items, waste oil and lubricants
have piled up in this unique polar region. When these pollutants get
into soil and water, they threaten to destroy the fragile ecosystem of the
northern seas and archipelagos.
The Russian Geographical Society has a long history of researching
the northern regions and thus considers doing everything that can be
done to conserve the region’s pristine nature as a duty.
In 2010 the society launched an initiative to clean up the northern
regions. The initiative grew into one of the biggest ecological
undertakings in Russia and in the whole world. It takes place in the
archipelagos of Franz Josef Land and Svalbard and on Wrangel Island.
Alexandra Land in Franz Josef Land is already completely cleaned
up. Also volunteers have become enthusiastic about cleaning up the
northern regions, and year by year the number of volunteers taking part
in the initiative has grown.
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