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Expedition to Commander Islands and Kamchatka, summ er of 
2008 

 

In July�August of 2008 I happened to participate in  the expedition to Kamchatka with the 

purpose of exploring some areas in the east and west of the peninsila for the presence of Steller's sea 

eagle nests. This trip was possible thanks to the famous ornithologist Eugene Potapov, who found the 

finances and took over the organizational part of the expedition. 

In addition to me and Eugene, Marina Potapova, a famous specialist in diatoms, and Ivan 

Prilezhaev, a businessman, photographer and an avid traveller, took part in the expedition. He also 

conducts his blog on the Live Journal, where he writes down impressions of his travels. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eagene Potapov,  

Marina Potapova,  

Michael Romanov.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ivan Prilezhaev,  

photographing fur seals. 



 

Arrival to Kamchatka. Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky. Fir st 
impressions 

First of all, walking around the city, we climbed to some hill on its outskirts, from where you can 

see a beautiful view of the city and the surrounding bays and volcanoes. 

 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky. In the background is the active volcano Koryaksky 

(the height of 3456 meters). 

 

 

Downtown. Lenin Square, Kultuchnoye Lake and Nikolskaya Sopka. 



 

In the other direction the view is also beautiful. 

 

Commander Islands 
 

Almost immediately upon arrival to Kamchatka, we flew to the Commanders, to Bering Island.  

 

The village of Nikolskoye, in which we lived, consists mainly of wooden barracks.  

 



 

 

 

On the outskirts of the village lie piles of garbage, which was chosen by local glaucous-winged gulls  

(Larus glaucescens). This American species reached Kamchatka along the Aleutian Islands. 

 

 

  



 

The monument to Vitus Bering, the discoverer of the Commander Islands. 

Weather on the Commander islands is almost always overcast. Clouds hang over them,  

even when it's clear around. 

 

 

On the island of Bering we met a unique person � Se rgey Pasenyuk, a traveller, researcher and 

writer. He travels alone on a yacht, draws and writes books. I bought from him a photo album about 

the Commander islands, which Sergey signed for me, or rather, supplied with his own drawing of a 

yacht, running along the waves. 



Seal rookery 

One of the strongest impressions of the Commander islands was visiting the rookery of northern 

fur seals (Callorhinus ursinus). 

 

  

 

 

Given the aggressiveness of fur seals, approaching them without special 

devices is strongly discouraged. A special wooden corridor was built to observe the rookery. 



 

 

 

 

In the centre is the owner of the harem, an old large alpha male (a shovel). He is surrounded by 

females. A little aside there are the cubs, forming a group, something like "kindergarten". There are no 

young males in the productive rookery, only harem males. Young males form their own separate 

rookeries. 



 

 

 

 

 

Turmoil and noise here are just incredible. 



 

 

 

 

 



 

Young males rest, fanning themselves with their fins. 

 



 

Despite the tender look, fur seals are very dangerous and aggressive animals. It is better to stay at a 

distance. 

 



 

After visiting the rookery we spend several days in the field, walking along the island and getting 

acquainted with the local flora and fauna. 

 

 

 

 



 

  

 

Most landscapes look ascetic and severe. Despite the middle of summer, snow has not yet melted  

in many places. 



 

 

 



 

 

We spent several days in the company with Far Eastern scientists. On the left is Olga Vasik, 

mathematician from Vladivostok, and the sitting woman is botanist Olga Mochalova from Magadan. 

 

 

One of the show-places of the Bering Island � the S teller's Arch. 



Representatives of local fauna 

 

A common snipe’s (Gallinago gallinago) nest. The nest is located right on the ground, among tundra 

vegetation. The full clutch contains 4 eggs. Two chicks have already hatched. 

 

The arctic fox’s (Vulpes lagopus) calf. 



 

 

 

On the cliff ledges nest pelagic cormorants (Phalacrocorax pelagicus). 

 



 

 

 

 

Commander's subspecies of the rock sandpiper (Calidris ptilocnemis quarta). 

Huge flocks of kittiwakes flutter over the sea. 



 

 

 

The black-legged kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla). 

 



One day at sunset we observed a mass output of gammarus, a crustacean species, from the sea to 

the land. Why it comes out, I do not know. 

 

  

 

 

 



Botanical impressions 

 

 

Marina holds a leaf of laminaria, the seaweed which we all know perfectly well as "kelp. 

"Russians call it ‘sea cabbage’. 

 



 

Most likely, it is the Fischer's Orchid (Dactylorhiza aristata) on the photo.  

This orchid is very widespread throughout the Far East. 

 



 

This is the arctic starflower (the genus Trientalis). There are 2 starflower species in Russia, 

 T. europaea and T. arctica. 

 

 



 

 

 

Anemone. Perhaps an narcissus-flowered anemone, Anemone narcissiflora. 

 



 

 

 



Kamchatka 

Then our way laid again to Kamchatka, to Kronotsky Reserve, and then to the west of the 

peninsula, to the river Khairyuzova. 

Views of Kamchatka 

 

 



Nests of the Steller’s sea eagle (Haliaeetus pelagicus). 

 



The Valley of Geysers 
A year before our visit, one of the walls of the valley collapsed and a mudflow came down into 

the valley, destroying about half of the geysers. A lake was formed at the bottom of the valley, so that 

part of the geysers went under water. On the one hand, that was a disaster, on the other � I heard 

opinions that the valley became even better. More information about this can be found on the website 

of Kronotsky Reserve (http://www.kronoki.ru/territory/reserve/unique/1). 

 

 



 

 

 

 

In the photographs above is so-called “central vitrage”, the “visit card” of the Valley of Geysers. 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 

One can move in the valley only by special wooden decking. 

 

  

 



 

Caldera Uzon 
 

Caldera Uzon is a former muzzle of an extinct volcano. The volcano has died out long ago, but mud 

geysers are still working. 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



Kronotsky reserve 

 

The number of bears in the south of Kamchatka is off scale. In that year in Petropavlovsk several 

people died from their attacks. 

 

Mother with cubs grazing in the tundra. 



“Road rules” of Kamchatka: leave the house, notice all the bears grazing around and you make a 

way between these points. 

 

Young bears are usually thin, rather resembling large dogs than the “teddy bears”.. 

 

 

 

 

A portrait of Vitaly Nikolayenko on one of 

the cordons. 

He studied bears for many years until 

eventually died from one of them. 
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It is much safer to deal with foxes. They are almost tame in the reserve. The fellow worker of the 

reserve and wildlife photographer Igor Shpilenok feeds a fox with stew from a fork. 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 



  



 

One of the typical biotopes of Kamchatka is the crooked forest of Erman's birch (Betula ermanii). 

 

 

Surprisingly, red caviar glows in the dark! 


