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A Chronological List of Commercial
Wantering Voyages to the
Bering Strait Region and Western Arctic
of North America: 1850-1910

BY YOHN R. BOCKSTOCE and CHARLES F. BATCHELDER

- covered, to 1910, when the collapsing market for baleen destroyed
the industry, whaling vessels and a few small traders made wintering
voyages to the Bering Strait region and western Arctic. Beyond the im-
portance of these voyages as the first commercial development of the re-
gion during the period of its most intense exploration, a significant by-
product was the collection of valuable geographical and ethnographical
information. But unlike voyages of exploration, these endeavors are not
well known and our knowledge of them is probably incomplete; conse-
quently this list is presented as an aid to researchers in the hope that it will
stimulate further investigation and discussion.

Wintering voyages occurred for three reasons: to trade with the na-
tives for furs, baleen and ivory; to engage in shore-based spring whaling;
and—after 18go—to be nearer the summer feeding grounds of the bow-
head whale than other ships, arriving from the Pacific, which were forced
to navigate through many hundreds of miles of difficult, ice-filled seas.
For larger vessels the suitable wintering sites were few. Plover (Provi-
deniya) Bay and St. Lawrence (Lavrentiya) Bay in Siberia and Port Clar-
ence, Alaska, were the only good areas in the Bering Strait region which
had deep water, safety from moving ice, early breakup and a substantial
native population. Beyond these the next good harbor was at Herschel

FROM 1848, when the western Arctic whaling grounds were dis-

John R. Bockstoce is Curator of Ethnology at the Old Dartmouth Historical Society
(New Bedford Whaling Museum), New Bedford, Massachusetts. The late Charles F.
Batchelder was Vice-President of the museum and was one of the country's leading
experls in the history of whaling. He also was a member of the Editorial Advisory
Board of THE AMERICAN NEPTUNE. :
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Island, Y. T, nearly 1,000 nautical miles farther, and between the two
only Elson Lagoon and Peard Bay near Point Barrow—both shallow,
with tortuous entrance passages—could serve in emergencies. After 18gy
when the declining numbers of bowheads forced the whalers to range
beyond Herschel Island, winterings were carried out in less successful
harbors; Baillie Islands at Cape Bathurst, Langton Bay in Franklin Bay
and Balaena Bay at Cape Parry. Other than these, the alternative for
larger vessels was to anchor on the open coast and to face—often disas-
trously—the drifting ice. Smaller vessels, drawing less than three meters,
were able to use many other sites: In addition to the harbers mentioned
above, Maryatt Inlet at Point Hope, Kasegaluk Lagoon at Icy Cape and
many of the bays and lagoons on the shores of the Beaufort Sea and
Amundsen Gulf offered shelter. :

Because most whalers engaged in the fur trade it is often difficult to dis-
tinguish between whaling and trading voyages, particularly in the years
after 189o, when whaling vessels entering the industry were usually not
fitted with tryworks for rendering blubber and the fur and baleen trade
became increasingly profitable. In the list below it should be assumed that
the vessels were outfitted as whalers or cleared port on a whaling voyage
unless they are indicated otherwise. '

The Old Dartmouth Historical Society intends to publish a complete
list of summer and winter whaling voyages to the western Arctic and to
include bibliographic references and details of the vessels and their crews.
For researchers interested in summer voyages to these regions The
Whalemen’s Shipping List and Merchants’ Transcript (New Bedford),
published from 1843 to 1914, is particularly helpful; The Friend (Hono-
lulu) is also useful for the eighteen fifties and eighteen sixties. Starbuck’s
(1878) and Hegarty's (1959) compendia of voyages, one step removed
from primary sources, are convenient but occasionally inaccurate.

The late Charles F. Batchelder began work on this list, drawing his in-
formation principally from printed books in his library, the largest col-
lection of published works on the American whaling industry, now at the
New Bedford Whaling Museum. After his death I continued compiling
this information, for the most part from manuscripts, newspapers and
documents. The records may be incomplete from two periods in par-
ticular: the decades of the eighteen fifties and eighteen sixties, when
much of the Arctic fleet refitted in the Hawaiian Islands: and after the
gold rush of 1899, when many small schooners operated from Nome,
Alaska. In both cases the documentation of voyages may contain errors or
omissions. This list ends in 1910—the end of an era—with the death of
the whaling industry and the swift growth of the maritime fur trade in
northern Alaska and western Arctic Canada.
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