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Russian Fur Trade 
 

 

The Russians were the first Europeans to arrive in Alaska. They grew largely out of their 

fur trading operations in Siberia. Trappers and traders called promyshlenniki began to 

extend European influence east from Moscow and Kiev toward Siberia. They 

represented the Russian frontier of the day, a land of opportunity similar to the American 

and Canadian frontiers of the 1700s and 1800s. 
 

 

Trapper and traders sought furs and commanded high prices for them in Europe and 

China.  They accumulated these furs by trapping the animals themselves, however it was 

more common to extract tribute in the form of furs from the tribes they encountered. While 

they started in their native land, they pushed eastward and by the 1690’s the 

pomyshlenniki reached the Kamchatka Peninsula on Siberia’s Pacific coast. The imperial 

Russian government and Russian Orthodox Church extended their influence along the 

trails and waterways opened up by these pioneers, especially during the reign of Tsar 

Peter the Great between 1689 and 1725. The tsarist government appointed agents to 

collect 10% tax on the furs.  In strategic places it established ostrogs, or citadel fortified 

trading posts, which were isolated wilderness camps. In 1726, Okhostsk, Russian’s most 

important Pacific port until the early 1800s, was a tiny cluster of log sheds and dwellings, 

a chapel and 10 or 11 Russian households. 
 

 

In January 1725, shortly before his own death, Tsar Peter commissioned a naval 

expedition to explore Pacific waters north and east of Kamchatka. The emperor’s motives 

were more scientific and political than economic. He wanted to know if Asia and North 

American were joined by land to determine the extent of Spain’s control in the Pacific, 

and to extend Russian power into the New World. But his order would have important 

economic consequences - it would inaugurate the Alaskan fur trade. Alaska’s European 

discovery was at hand. 
 

 

Discoveries - Bering and Chirikov’s Voyages 
 

 

An expedition commissioned by the Russian government sent out two ships from the 

Siberian coast in June 1741. The St. Peter was headed by Vitus Bering and the St. Paul 

was headed by Bering’s second officer, Alaksie Chirikov. Aboard the St. Peter rode the 

German naturalist Georg Steller. As a result of his field work on this journey, biologists 

still refer to “Steller’s sea lion and Steller’s jay”. 
 

 

Faced with foul weather, Bering’s ship would never be seen again and Chirikov would 

return to his native land in October 1741. The voyage laid the basis for Russian claims to 

Alaska, and opened the fur trade. His crew brought back many pelts, among 800 sea 

otter skins, more prized than sable on the Chinese markets for their plush density. The 

fur-trading pryshlenniki immediately began to outfit trips to the Aleutians, and the fur 

rush was on.  By late 1700’s, the Russian fur trade became the richest fur enterprise in the 
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world; a single otter skin might equal three times a man’s yearly income and profits were 

dazzling - 100% on the average. 

Eventually the otters were hunted to near extinction and by the 1820s sea otters were 

scarce even as far south as Oregon and California. Harder hit was the “Steller’s sea cow,” 

which became extinct by 1768 because the fur traders had hunted them for food. 
 

 

Other Explorers 
 

 

While Russia controlled the Alaskan seas for decades following the Bering voyage in 

1741, by the1770’s the explorers of other nations began to penetrate the North Pacific. 

Spain was the first power to encounter Russia in the New World. Ultimately, Russia’s 

greatest challenge came from Britain and the new American republic. 

In the late 1770s, British Captain James Cook sailed north under orders to find an ice free 

passage from the Pacific to the Atlantic. Along the way he was produced the first reliable 

charts of the Northwest Coast. 

In May 1778, Cook reached the bay since known as the Cook Inlet, site of modern 

Anchorage, noting the region’s promise for the fur trade but doubting its value for Britain 

without discovery of the northern channel. 
 

 

Searching for just such passage, he sailed through the Bering Straight, but was stopped by 

ice in the Chukchi Sea. Turning southward, he carted the Aleutian Islands for two 

months. He then sailed for Hawaii where he was killed by Polynesian Natives. 

Cook’s crew returned to Alaska in another futile search for the passage, and as they sailed 

for England via the China Sea made an astounding discovery. In Canto, they found that 

sea otter furs fetched astronomical prices. 

In a four-year expedition between 1791 and 1795 another Brit, Captain Vancouver, 

charted the Inside Passage and became the first European to sight from Cook Inlet 

“distant stupendous mountains covered with snow” – now known as Mount Foraker and 

Mount McKinley, North America’s highest peak. 
 

 

Spanish charts of Alaska’s waters and fjords were often more thorough and precise than 

those produced by Russian and British cartographers. Though Spain never controlled 

Alaskan soil, Russian-Spanish tensions had far-reaching consequences for the North 

Pacific region. Partly out of fear of Russian expansion southward, the Spanish moved 

into what was known as Upper California. 
 

 

Among the notable Spanish incursions was the expedition of Captain Alejandro 

Malaspina, which sailed form Cadiz, Spain, in 1789.  Malaspina’s ships, the Decubirta 

(Discovery) and the Atrevida (Daring) were lavishly outfitted, and the Spanish crown 

hoped the expedition’s scientific achievements would exceed those of the great navigator, 

Captain Cook. His mission led him to Yakutat Bay in June 1791. While they believe this 

to be the much desired passage, two weeks of exploration ended in disappointment. 

Malaspina named the inlet Disenchantment Bay when he discovered that it ended 
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abruptly at the face of a great glacier.  The glacier was later named Malaspina Glacier and 

is Alaska's largest glacier. 

By 1805, at least 200 European scientific and commercial voyages had been made up the 

Northwest Coast by Russians, British, Americans, Spanish, and French. 


