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140 km north of Siberia lies a secluded and
uninhabited island. Its size is a third that of Israel,
and on it resides one of the largest populations of
Polar Bears in the world. On a two week cruise to
Wrangel Island, we were lucky enough to see over
100 Polar bears; one of them from right up close.
At such a northern point of Earth, where extreme
Arctic conditions prevail, even the chosen creatures
to have survived this environment throughout
evolution must struggle daily to survive. They
grant observers the honor of witnessing such
breathtaking events such as 150 whales on their
annual journey over 23,000 km of returning from
their latest meal in the Arctic Ocean, in preparation
of a seven month fast in the tropical seas.
Tens of thousands of sea birds crowd together on a
single cliff, Guillemots fledglings, only 21 days old,
and encouraged by their parents, must leap from
the high and steep precipice into the sea, while they
haven’t yet learned how to fly. Some of them, sadly,
jump to their deaths.
The local people - the Chukchi, who live in isolated
villages, subsist on sea mammals hunting and
reindeer herds raising, and enjoy -5oC temperatures
during the short summer season, although most of
them were forced to leave their traditional villages
by order of the Soviet authorities. And guess where
the last place on Earth Mammoths lived was, 6,000
years after they disappeared from Siberia...
Left: A Polar bear approaches out rubber boat and opens its
mouth threateningly.
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Map of Chukotka District,
Anadyr, Wrangel and
Herald Islands
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A voyage to Wrangel Island, where only a few
groups of nature lovers visit every year.
By: Yaara and Moshe Agami - Staff members of
Heritage Expeditions
I’m sitting in a Zodiac (inflatable rubber boat), armed
with a camera and layers of coats, by the shore of
Wrangel Island, 140 km north of the Siberian coast.
The sky is a pale blue, the ocean water still and
clear. Only 5m away from me towers a Polar Bear. He
observes me. I can’t think of anything other than how
grand this moment is; an almost surreal sight on one of
the most remote islands in the world. I’ve seen many
Polar bears on the National Geographic Channel, but in
this moment, 8,000 km from home, stands in front of
me a Polar Bear in his natural kingdom, real and very
hungry. He watches me and I watch him. We are both
tense with anticipation of what may transpire next:
will he try to pounce on the unexpected meal that luck
summoned for him?
He approaches me with measured steps, looking
curiously, glancing right and left, and seems undecided:
am I fortuitous prey, a dangerous enemy or an equal
rival? Another step and he is in the water, looking
me straight in the eye. The boat helmsman grabs the
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throttle in readiness - awaiting the next step. And then,
without warning, the bear turns back suddenly and
bounds away with all his might. From time to time he
glances our way with a look of terror, like someone
fleeing for his life. Despite his hunger and desperate
search for food, he preferred not to confront the two
legged creatures. Who knows, maybe he recalled
an experience from the past. After all, some of them
migrated here from Alaska, where they are chased and
hunted to this day.
The fleeing bear left me and my boat companions quiet
and flustered, and then, all at once, we broke out in
laughter. Our experienced Expedition leader affirmed
this was the closest encounter he had ever had with a
Polar bear.
The Chukchi People - A Combination of Past and
Present: Wearing jeans and armed with smart
phones, but subsisting on seal and whale meat.
We flew 6,400 km, crossed the width of Russia, and
crossed eight time zones - from Moscow the capital
in the east to the port city of Anadyr, the capital of
Chukotka, one of the 83 autonomous districts of
Russia. The district of Chukotka lies in the Russian Far
East, north of Kamchatka, on the shores of the Chukchi
Sea, the Bering Sea and the Eastern Siberian Sea.
Because of its location at latitude 64.5 degrees North,
the temperature at Anadyr drops during the winter
months to -20oC, and during one winter, a temperature
of -47oC was recorded.

We first met the local residents at Anadyr Airport. They
have similar features to the Inuit People, and contrary
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to our expectations, they do not wear heavy fur coats
nor hold harpoons, but rather wear jeans and t-shirts
and surf the web on their smart phones. The source
of income of the 15,000 city residents is from fishing
or employment at the large seaport. Anadyr river, for
which the city was named, flows here from Siberia and
into the bay around which the city lies.
We met our companions on the cruise at the bay - 45
travelers from around the world that would be joining us
on the adventure. We boarded the Russian research ship
Spirit of Enderby, which for the next two weeks would
serve as home and transportation for our group, and
started the voyage north-east, towards the Bering Sea.
1. A Chukchi village in the Chukotka District. The residents subsist
on reindeer they breed and hunting whales, walruses and other
sea mammals, as well as eggs collected from seabird nests.
2. A map of the sea voyage route to Wrangel Island, with Heritage
Expeditions.
3. Surprised walruses that popped out of the water near our boats.
When they realized we weren't trying to hunt them, they dared
swim up even closer to us. Photo: Gil Bitan.
4. Walruses lying en masse on the beach. On one of our day
trips we even saw a group of about ten thousand walruses
sprawling densely on the beach. Photo: Agnes Breniere Heritage
Expeditions.

From the very beginning of the trip, we enjoyed
sightings of hundreds of Beluga whales and other sea
mammals like seals, that come to the bay during this
season following the salmon migration. The salmon
swim from the ocean and travel up the river to reach
the exact spot where they hatched , in order to spawn.

The ship, managed by the New-Zealand company
Heritage Expeditions, is among the only companies
that received permission from the Russian government
to sail in the Chukotka and Wrangel Island areas of the
Arctic Ocean. This fact allowed us to reach completely
isolated areas on this voyage, where top secret
Soviet Army camps resided in the past, up until the
disintegration of the Soviet Union, and that during the
Cold War even Russian citizens were not permitted to
visit.
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The Voyage Route
All made up for a circus act, diving 200 m deep
and leaping off a cliff at 21 days old: About our
encounters with seabirds (Day 2)
After a day and a night of sailing, we docked for the
first time at Preobrazheniya cliffs, and disembarked
the ship on Zodiacs for a trip along the coast. Above
us circled thousands of birds squawking in a deafening
cacophony, attempting to hunt food or on their way
to feed their young. Most seabirds spend their lives in
the open sea, and feed on the creatures that live in it.
At the start of the summer season they migrate north
to the Arctic, among other places, to the Russian Far
East, for the mating season, to lay their eggs and hatch
them, to molt, and to raise their young. At the end of the
summer, which lasts between three and four months,
they will migrate south with their offspring.
The North and South Pole areas have a small diversity
of animal and plant species (Antarctica, for instance,
has only two species of vascular plants). There aren’t
1. A granite rock cliff on Kolyuchin Island north of the Siberian
coast. Tens of thousands of different species of seabirds come
here every summer to nest on the protective rock shelves and
raise their young.
2. A Glaucous gull guarding the two chicks it managed to raise. The
color of the chicks feathers, who aren’t yet able to fly, is gray and
helps them with camouflage and blending among the rocks.
3. A Crested auklet with the characteristic crest on its head; so
similar to the gelled hairdos of youth today... Photo: Agnes
Breniere Heritage Expedition.

many other species that evolved and adapted to these
extreme conditions. And yet, every species has many
individuals. In fact, every species that survived during
evolution in extreme conditions can relatively flourish
here and enjoy the many resources that the Arctic
habitat provides during the summer season.
Many seabirds nested on the exposed granite rock
shelves - among them Common guillemots and
Pigeon guillemots. Throughout the month of May, the
guillemots arrive here, in order to nest and lay their
eggs on the exposed rock, without building a nest.
The eggs are cone shaped in a way that rolls around
their base, so they do not fall from the cliffs, and their
mottled green color helps camouflage them.

The eggs hatch during the months of June and July,
and during this time the guillemots feed their chicks
and enjoy the bountiful nourishment in the ocean
waters, after the sea-ice has thawed. At 21 days old, the
guillemot fledglings must abandon the safety of their
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nests and leap into the water, even before they are able
to fly. The fathers encourage the chicks to jump from the
cliffs, from a height of dozens of meters. Some of them
fail to land in the water, crash on the rocks and become
healthy meals for the Arctic foxes and the Glaucous
gulls. The fledgling that does manage to survive the
most perilous jump of its life swims many kilometers
alongside its father, who keeps a close watch over it
and shortly molts his feathers and teaches the chick to
capture fish. Within a few weeks, they both grow their
new feathers, until they are able to fly and migrate
south for the winter. The female guillemot stays in the
north as long as possible, until the sea starts to freeze
and food resources dwindle. She does this in order to
stake a strong claim on the family territory and secure
it for the following year.
During the mating season there are two species of
puffins on the cliffs: Horned puffins and Tufted puffins,
which get their name from their easily recognizable
tufts, which are light colored and hang off the backs
of their heads. These two species looked as though
they had painted their faces for a circus performance,
but these colors are characteristic of the mating and
nesting seasons only. The Tufted puffins live in this
area alone - in the northern Pacific Ocean.
The puffins, guillemots and auklets are of the bird family
8

1. A Horned puffin, which can capture and hold about 20 fish in its
broad beak to feed its hungry chicks. Photo: Moshe Arman.
2. A Tufted puffin that proudly sports two white tufts that hang off
the backs of their heads. Photo: Moshe Arman.
3. Humpback whales doing breathtaking acrobatics right next to
our rubber boats.
4. Before the Humpback whale dives into the depth of the ocean, it
sharply breaches the water and dives back in, its tail protruding
straight up before it disappears.
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Alcidae. These birds can dive to a depth of 40 to 60 m in
order to hunt their prey, and the puffins can catch up to
25 fish in their wide beak, their unique tongue allowing
them to store the fish in their beak one by one. In this
way they can, in one trip, feed their always hungry
chicks large quantities, and a single outing to sea once
a day may be sufficient for their needs. The guillemots,
who have a thinner beak, are able to store less fish in it
and have to make five to ten trips a day, and even more.
Seabirds live long lives. Guillemots may live 35 years,
while the albatrosses may reach the age of 65-70 - an
especially long life expectancy among birds.
But not everything is sweet for these birds; Glaucous
gulls and Arctic foxes prowl the area waiting for an
opportunity to rob eggs and chicks from the nests.
Ropes that dangle from the giant granite cliffs serve
as evidence that on top of the predators, local tribe
members too climb the rocks and collect the bird eggs,
Another significant enemy of the seabirds is crude oil
that spills into the sea, originating for instance from oil
tanker ballast water or environmental disasters, like
the Exxon Valdes oil spill in Alaska in 1989. Fishermen
too cause a lot of needless death of seabirds. The birds
that live and feed during the winter in the ocean get
tangled in the fishing nets, and can’t swim up for air
(this happens with sea mammals and sharks as well).
Another source of damage is the light pollution caused
by humans - in the dark - birds crash into lit windows
and glass surfaces (which is why we had strict
instructions on the ship to close the window curtains
at night).

Even the largest animals in the world fast seven
months a year (Day 3)
On the third day we docked at Yttygran Island, the
home of one of the most important archeological

sites in Siberia. This site, which was the home of local
ancient human tribes, is called Whale Bone Alley. Along
a stretch of about 500 m lies a beach strip covered with
whale skulls, bones and jaws. On the ridge above the
beach we saw large stones arranged in rows and tools
of worship that belonged to those ancient tribes, that
are thought to have been used in ceremonies to channel
ancestral spirits in preparations for the hunting season.
The whale jaws were placed in the shape of a gate or
arch, and engraved with different words - probably
requests from the gods. These were large sized jaws
that belonged to Bowhead whales,
The whales are predators that divide into two groups:
toothed whales and baleen whales. The baleen whales
do not have teeth but rather combs of keratinous plates
(like fingernails) that are connected to their upper
jaw. They draw huge amounts of sea water into their
flexible mouths, and utilizing their tongues, they push
they water out, through the baleen combs, which strain
out small prey, such as plankton, small fish and small
crustaceans (especially Krill).
Whales are air breathing mammals. Toothed whales can
dive continuously for long periods of time. The beaked
whale, which can be seen in the Russian Far East on rare
occasions, can dive for stretches of two and a quarter
hours and reach depths of three km, and is considered
the record holder at holding its breath and deep diving
(imagine the water pressure it experiences). Baleen
whales, however, are not deep divers like the toothed
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whales, and once every 15 minutes they surface in
order to breath. In fact, the spray that is emitted from
the whales blowhole while they breath, is water vapors
in the air that is expelled from the lungs, that condense
when they come in contact with the cold air.
The ice thaw during the Spring months enriches the
ocean water that surrounds the North and South Poles
with a plethora of nutritious resourses that sustain
the entire food chain that lives in their waters, and
it attracts seabirds and sea mammals such as seals,
sea lions and whales that migrate to the areas to feed
their hearts out. One such epicenter is the beaches of
Wrangel and Chukotka.

The whales that come here during the Spring season
remain in the area for four to five months, hunting and
amassing fat around the clock. This is the only period
of the year in which they eat, while the rest of the year
they return to the equatorial regions, tropical areas that
are poor in plankton, and fast for many months. In the
tropical areas, they court, mate, birth and raise their
young - until the following spring, when the mothers
migrate thousands of kilometers with their offspring
back to the feeding waters in the Poles.
Along the lengthy sea shore of Russia live 2 species
of toothed whales. The larger between them is the
Sperm whale, which reaches a length of 18.5 m. Among
the toothed whales are also the oceanic dolphins, the
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largest of which is the Killer whale. Another eight
species of Baleen whales live here as well; ranging from
the Minke whale that reaches a length of 10 m to the
Blue whale, which can reach 33 m, and is the largest
living creature on the face of the Earth.

A few species of Baleen whales are common in the
Wrangel Island area, one of which is the Bowhead
whale, the fifth largest animal in the world, who’s
numbers are estimated at around 17,000. The locals
hunt only up to 5 individuals of this species a year,
because it is exceptionally large; it can reach a length
of 20 m and a weight of 75-100 tons. A village of 200
people can’t handle 100 tons of meat, and so after the
hunt, it is shared with all the surrounding villages.
1. A herd of reindeer bred by the Chukchi people in order to survive
in the harsh conditions of the tundra plains. The reindeer serve
as beasts of burden, meat, milk, hides, clothing, decorations and
more. Photo: Samuel Blanc, Heritage Expeditions.
2. A traditional dance performance by the local residents of
Lavrentiya village, in honor of our arrival. Children and adults
gathered around to participate in the celebration, and there was
no stopping them...
3. A Gray whale that was hunted by the locals residents who share
the meat and carcass with all the villages in the area. Every whale
part is fully utilized - the meat is eaten, the fat is used as fuel, the
bones for utensils, tools and decorations. Photo: Samuel Blanc,
Heritage Expeditions
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The locals hunt the whales with harpoons, and after
it is captured, they shoot it with a 100 to 200 rounds
in the head with especially high caliber rifles - a slow
and extremely painful method, that causes the whale to
slowly die in a process that lasts an hour to two hours. In
Alaska however, the Inuit use shells that penetrate the
head of the whale and explode, causing an immediate
and less painful death. The local Chukchi people told
us that they petitioned the Russian authorities for a
supply of similar shells, but they were refused. Alaskan
citizens offered to gift them the shells, but Russia would
not allow it in order to prevent “arms trade”.

A very common Baleen whale in Far Eastern Russia is
the Humpback whale, which can reach a length of up
to 18 m and weighs up to 27 tons. Its front fins reach
a length of up to five m. During our journey, we were
lucky to see them on multiple occasions, even up close
to the ship and the inflatable boats, as they amazed us
with graceful stunts and high breaches from the water.

Another whale in the area is the Gray whale, named not
for its color, but for the researcher who placed it in its
own genus, John Edward Gray. The Gray whale is the
eighth largest living creature in the world; it reaches
a length of 15 m and a weight of 36 tons. This whale
is unusual among all whale species because it is the
closest relation to the land-dwelling ancestor from
which the whales evolved - that gradually adapted
to living in the sea. By the way, a Gray whale colony
from the Baja California Peninsula in Mexico migrates
every year the furthest distance ever recorded among
mammals - 23,000 km that stretch from Baja to the Sea
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of Okhotsk, to the Kamchatka Peninsula and all the way
to Chukotka in Russia.

The villages in the Chukotka district are situated
along the beach, and their populations usually stand
at around 200, most of them Chukchi Tribe members.
They subsist on reindeer they breed and hunting
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sea mammals, such as seals, sea lions, walruses and
whales. As a rule, the law prohibits hunting whales, but
since the natives depend on this food source and it has
been their natural custom for hundreds of years, they
are allowed to hunt 125 Gray whales and five bowhead
whales a year. The gray whale is the only species that
swims in the shallow waters close to shore following
its prey. On top of this, after it is killed, it floats and
does not sink in the water. These are advantages for
the whale hunters. The Gray whale populations are not
significantly impacted by the hunt, as 25,000-30,000
whales arrive in the area during the summer.
Reindeer are a very important component of
sustenance for the small village populations along the
shores of Chukotka; as they also are for the Sami people
of Northern Europe, and similar in their importance to
the camel in the life of the Bedouins in the desert and
the llama and alpaca in the life of the Andean people in
the Andes Mountains.
The locals raise them in herds and use them as beasts
of burden, for their meat, milk, bones and fur. Their
hides are used for building their traditional tents,
1. Every year the Chukchi celebrate in their traditional costumes with singing, dancing and sport competitions - in a festival that
lasts two days and is participated by all the villages along the
coast.
2. A Humpback whale surprises us with a high breach right in front
of our rubber boat.
3. On the climb to the mountain ridge, Chukotka beach spreads out
before us in all its glory, with the blue fjords and green tundra
plains as its backsdrop.
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called Yarangas, a sort of cone-shaped or rounded
mobile home that is built of a wooden frame that is
covered with the reindeer hides. On our visit to these
small villages during the summer, we saw few men,
because during the warm season, they leave to take
the reindeer herds to graze on the green tundra plains.
During this time, the women stay behind in the villages
and run the day to day life.
While we drifted in our rubber boats around
Nuneangan Island, that resides near Yttygran Island,
we encountered an exciting spectacle, when a pack of
15 gray whales appeared before us. The thought that
they would fear humans because they are hunted by
locals quickly dissipated, when they allowed us to float
up very close to them. They made loud blowing sounds,
and when they dove, they prominently displayed their
tails vertically above the water, before disappearing
into the depth.

From there we rowed the Zodiac boats to a nearby
island where hot water springs bubble from the river
shore. The source of these springs is a geothermal
activity that became an attraction for Russian and
Scandinavian travelers, that even dared immediately
after their dip in the warm waters to leap into the
freezing river.

Eating Whale Meat and Enjoying -5ºC Weather in
August: What life looks like in a Siberian village (Day 4)
On the fourth day we arrived at Lavrentiya village
that is considered the largest in the area and has
a population of 1,500 residents. It has a school, a
kindergarten, a hospital and even a church. The local
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residents - Russians and Chukchi people, all Russian
speakers, served us a special variety of their traditional
dishes, that are based on whale meat that is eaten in all
shapes and flavors. Every piece of whale meat is used
- from the thin skin, that is attached to a layer of fat,
to the internal organs, like the tongue, the kidneys and
the intestines. The whale meat is served dried, smoked,
pickled or cooked. Although we were wrought with
guilt for eating the whale delicacies, such a beloved
and special creature, we had to admit the meat tasted
excellent, with a powerful taste of sea or oysters. We
also enjoyed a variety of salads made of local plants,
fresh tundra berries in shades of red, orange and
purple, some of which were cooked into a jam, and
pastries, some with fish fillings... and also salted and
pickled salmon.
At the end of the meal we gathered alongside the
village people for a performance of traditional dance, in
traditional costume, to the sound of large drums made
of stretched seal skins. The dancing depicted the hunt,
and each animal had a different dance: the whale, seal
and walrus hunts. The dances also depicted scenes from
everyday life, like canoeing, mushroom gathering and
cliff climbing to gather bird eggs. The locals explained
that the performance is important to them also as an
incentive for the younger generation to learn the dances
that are passed on from generation to generation. The
gathering turned into a big and authentic party, and we
realized that as opposed to many gatherings of this kind
in other places around the world, this gathering was
pleasurable for them and wasn’t held only for the sake
of a tourist attraction. Because of the isolation of these
villages along the Siberian coast and the restrictions
the Russian government imposes, the villagers meet
few foreign visitors.

Our next stop was at Cape Dezhnev, the farthest northwestern point on the Asian continent. Only 80 km
separate the cape and Alaska on the North American
continent, and in between them lies the Bering Strait.
During the last Ice Age on Earth, the sea level was about
150 m lower than it is today. Thus a huge land bridge
was created between the continents of North America
and Asia. The bridge, known as Beringia, spread over
thousands of square kilometers and humans, animals
and plants spread across it from Asia to the New
World, to America. There is no doubt that there was a
notable migration of plants and animals in the opposite
direction - from America to Asia. This bridge, that
existed up until 12,000 years ago, lead to many changes
that can be traced back to it to this day. For instance,
the facial features of the Tibetans from central Asia are
identical to those of the Inuit and Indian people from
both Americas.

Since then the Beringia bridge filled up with water, but
even today the Bering Strait is shallow and reaches
a depth of about 50 m. The Chukchi Sea north of the
strait, as well as the Bering Sea south of it are also very
shallow, and they too were also dry land in the Beringia
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Era. The Cape is named after Semyon Dezhnev, a
Siberian explorer and brave mariner who circled
Siberia in 1648. Dezhnev was the first to discover
the pass between the northern Pacific Ocean and
the southern Arctic Ocean - the Bering Strait. In fact,
Dezhnev crossed the strait long before the Danish Vitus
Bering, who did so in the service of the Russian Tsar in
1728. Dezhnev was commemorated at the site with an
impressive monument.
We climbed up the cliff that towered over the cape to the
ruins of the deserted village Naukan. Here we learned
the sad story of a heritage hundreds of years old that
was destroyed because of an arbitrary decision made
by the Soviets. It is the story of 400 Chukchi residents
that lived since the 14th Century in Yrangas in the
village on the cliffs overlooking the sea. The villagers
had a perfect vantage point from here: a “bottle-neck”
through which all the whales and sea mammals passed
on their way from the Arctic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean.
The people of Naukan were also extremely fit, thanks
to the climb up and down the cliff to their homes. There
are also many testimonials about a rich cultural and
social life, celebrations and sporting events. All this
was until 1958, when the Soviets decided to uproot
the entire village and move the people to a different
location, under the pretext that Naunak was too remote
and the location caused difficulties in transporting
supplies to it. And so it was. To this day there are ruins
of Yrangas, beds and eating utensils.
And for dessert... at the end of the day, on our way back
to the ship, we encountered a pack of 150 Humpback
whales that surrounded the ship and blew great blasts
of water from their blowholes high into the air.

Kolyuchin Island: Tens of thousands of birds and
hundreds of walruses (Day 5)
We devoted the day before our arrival at our long
awaited destination - Wrangel Island, to Kolyuchin
Island that lies south-east of it, north of Siberia. This
small island was once a Russian Polar bear research
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station. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, many
research stations in the area were closed down for lack
of funds, and Kolyuchin Island was among them.
The station is located above steep and very impressive
cliffs, made up of many rock ledges that allow tens of
thousands of arctic birds to safely nest here. Puffins,
Glaucous gulls, Pelagic cormorants, Black-legged
kittiwakes and different species of guillemots - all took
advantage of the Summer season to nest and raise
their young, over which they faithfully watched and
ceaselessly fed. The photographers among us enjoyed
an opportunity to take close-up pictures - from the
very ledge of the cliff - of the different bird species, only
this time they didn’t have to maneuver from inside a
rocking inflatable boat.
In the afternoon hours we watched two Humpback
whales that for a long time captured schools of tiny
fish, attracting hundreds of birds to swoop in on the
remains. We sailed in the rubber boats towards a walrus
colony on the south-west side of the island, where we
encountered 500 loudly snoring individuals. Both the
females and the males have long tusks, which they use
for protection and serve as a sort of walking stick as
they move over the ice. With their tusks, walruses dig
in the ocean floor, and with their whiskers, they locate a
wide range of mollusks and crabs. A few of the walruses
dove underwater and occasionally peeked up at us
with an inquisitive look, perhaps recalling that humans
have a tendency to hunt them. In conversations with
locals, they told us that they sometimes hunt walruses
who had just eaten, and end up enjoying an extra meal
of fresh catch straight from its stomach. The longer we
stayed there watching without disturbing the large

1. The cruise ship Spirit of Enderby washed in mysterious light.
2. A pair of Horned puffins at the entrance to their nest, that lies in
the space between the cliff rocks. At the end of the courtship and
nesting season, they will migrate south, and the brilliant colors
of their beak and feathers will be replaced with less impressive
colors, so much so that it is sometimes difficult to recognize they
are the same bird. Photo: Samuel Blanc
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mammals, the more curious they became, and they
swam as close as a few meters away.

“It’s hard to find a more isolated place in the world
than Wrangel Island” Naturalist and environmentalist
John Muir (Day 6)
Wrangel Island stands isolated in the Arctic Ocean
between Chukchi Sea and the East Siberian Sea, 140
km north of East Siberia. It is 135 km long and 80 km
wide, and it sprawls over 7,600 km2 - about a third
of the area of Israel. Wrangel lies at a very northern
latitude, latitude 71.5° North, and it lies astride the 180°
meridian. In 2004 UNESCO proclaimed all the territory
of Wrangel Island and nearby Herald Island, including
the seas surrounding them, as a World Heritage Site.
Today only nature reserve rangers live on the island
all year long, and it has no permanent residents, since
there is limited authorization to visit the area. The New
Zealand company ship we were on board is one of the
few to visit the island, and as of today, has visited here
seven times a year, with 50 travelers on board each
time - few nature lovers get the opportunity to enjoy
the wonders of nature on Wrangel. It’s surprising to
discover that the abandoned Soviet military bases have
remained on the island, as well as 200,000 barrels from
the Soviet era.
Today there remain approximately 30,000 Polar bears
in nature, and Wrangel is home to one of the largest, if
not the largest, concentrations. On almost every visit
to the island we encountered bears, and in total we

met on our cruise around Wrangel and Herald Islands
together - 103 bears. This high number of observations
was not a matter of luck, their abundance in the area is
a result of global warming.
Wrangel Island is a Russian Nature Reserve of
exceptional international importance due to the density
of dens where the Polar bear females give birth and
raise their young, which is the highest in the world. One
den for every ten km2 - more dense than the islands
of Franz Josef and the Svalbard Islands (Spitsbergen)
which are even closer to the North Pole. The females
dig their dens in the snow during the months of
November-December. Around January, at the height of
winter, they give birth to their helpless cubs that weigh
only about 500 grams, and remain there for three
months to nurse and care for them until the Spring,
when they can venture out with them into the open
air. As opposed to the brown bears which hibernate
during the winter and their body temperature dips to
33C, Polar bear females don’t hibernate during these
cold months thanks to their special adaptation to the
extreme cold.
As opposed to the other Arctic areas where there are
Polar bears, Wrangel has a special and non-violent way
of dealing with bear encounters. In most of the areas,
the rangers carry guns, but here they are “armed” with
sticks only. The method was developed by the Russian
researcher Nikita Osniovesk, the father of Katya - one
of the cruise instructors on our ship. Every year Polar
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bears and humans are killed in the Arctic regions, but
on Wrangel - no bears have ever been shot and no
humans ever injured. Our encounters as well were
conducted with the utmost attempts not to cause them
a disturbance.

The first on foot visit to Wrangel was on Doubtful
Beach. In the past the beach had a small residential
community, and today there remain deserted shacks
that serve the nature reserve rangers. On the island we
identified six white male Snowy owls, who are different
from the grey-white females. Just like the Common
kestrel found in Israel, the Snowy owls fluttered in
one spot in the air in an attempt to capture a Wrangel
Island lemming, a small rodent found on the Arctic
tundra. The ecological system in the Arctic regions
leans on a food pyramid that the lemming plays a
fundamental part in. It is the primary food source of
Arctic predators, such as the Arctic fox and the Snowy
owls that arrive here during the Summer from Siberia.
The lemming population isn’t consistent - there are
years in which there are population explosions, when
the Arctic foxes, the Snowy owls and other predators
thrive and manage to raise many offspring. During
the years when the lemming populations dwindle, the
predators lack sufficient food - and respectively raise a
low number of offspring, if any at all.

As well as the Snowy owls that migrate here from
Siberia every Spring, tens of thousands of birds migrate
here to breed and nest - Snow geese, three species of
skua, puffins, guillemots, gulls, cormorants and others.

Wrangel is a “Hot spot”, unlike any other in all the Arctic
region, for a diversity of over 400 species of plants - 24 of
them endemic to the region. On this little island alone there
are more species than in all of Greenland, which is 285 times
its size. This unique diversity can be explained among other
reasons by the singular geographic location of the island.
During the Pleistocene period (the last two million years) a
few ice ages were recorded, the last of which ended 12,000
years ago. Unlike Siberia, Wrangel was never covered by
ice during these ice ages, and therefore the flora that went
extinct in other Arctic regions was preserved on Wrangel. A
similar phenomena occurred in the Canary Islands - where
to this day, full vegetations that went extinct in Europe
during the ice ages, continue to thrive.
In one of the river channels we trekked through, we found
the tusk of a Pygmy mammoth that was estimated at
3,700 years old, and which was preserved in exceptional
condition. We were surprised that we were walking in the
wild and not in an archeological site, and randomly finding
on a river bank such a unique artifact - a silent testimony to
the lives of the mammoths on the island thousands of years
ago. Wrangel is the last place on Earth where mammoths
lived - 6,000 years after they went extinct in Siberia, and
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the unique species of the Pygmy mammoth survived here
up until 3,700 years ago.
In Northern Siberia and on the islands north of it,
including Wrangel, lies the flora and fauna belt of
the tundra. This is the vegetation strip closest to the
Earth’s Poles, and it includes the variety of plants that
adapted best to living in extreme cold conditions. The
height of growth in the treeless tundra, made up of
perennial shrubs, is between five cm to 50 cm and it is
covered with snow about eight months a year. During
the four remaining months, the plants in the tundra
have to complete their entire life cycle; to bud, blossom,
produce seeds, scatter them, go through exfoliation,
and then into hibernation - until the next year.

The tundra was in full colorful bloom. and part of the
shrubs had started turning their color as fall drew
closer. Just two weeks before, the beach had been
covered with sea ice, and now it was already at the
height of the flowering season. The sea ice, by the way,
originates in the freezing ocean, as opposed to land ice
that is the result of snow that piles up on the ground.

1. The Tufted puffins sport two white tufts that hang off the back of
their heads. Photo: Samuel Blanc.
2. With their hefty and massive weight, the walruses must work
their way among the boulders when they come to rest on shore.
The boulders serve as protection on one hand, but a trap on the
other, when a bear decides to attack. Photo: Gil Bitan.
3. During the winter months, the foxes go through a color morph
and their fur turns white, allowing them to all but disappear in
the great expanses of ice and snow. During the summer their fur
morphs back to brown-gray, allowing them to disappear in the
vegetation. Photo: Samuel Blanc.
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Herald Island: like a giant, abandoned fortress
(Day 7)
We continued sailing north-west for about two hours
and reached Herald Island, which sprawls over a mere
11 km2 and protrudes from the Chukchi Sea like a wild
and bare cliff. The view of it is breathtaking: Mountain
peaks, and magmatic and granite rock cliffs immersed
in low hanging clouds that seem to originate from the
dawn of time. When we reached it we realized we were
literally in “no man’s land” - a destination few people
had the privilege of visiting. Although it is tiny, the
island is home to a large variety of animals, and along
it’s shore we could see many seabirds arriving here
to nest, among them Common guillemots, Brünnich’s
guillemots, Horned puffins, Tufted puffins, Glaucous
gulls, Pelagic cormorants and Black-legged kittiwakes.
Because the cliffs are steep, there were still large slush
and ice patches even in the middle of August, and in
one of them we identified an abandoned Polar bear
den, that had been dug during the last winter.

The high cliffs tower over all the island’s beaches
except for one small stretch, to which arrived in 1913
a few of the survivors of the Canadian ship Karluk - a
research ship that carried 25 members of an Arctic
Expedition that got trapped in the ice and sank. Some
of the survivors reached Herald Island, and their
remains were discovered only a decade later. Food and
equipment were also found, which meant they hadn’t
died of starvation but probably succumbed to the cold
or were devoured by bears. According to the stories,
those that remained were rescued from Wrangel Island
nine months after the ship sank.
On that same flat and only beach now lay 150 walruses,
some of which swam out to sea around our inflatable
boats, and judging by their facial expressions seemed
to be surprised every time they raised their heads from
the water and found us still there. On the island itself
we encountered ten Polar bears, including a female and
her six month old cub.
Luck or Brains: How did we manage to encounter
103 Polar bears in a week?
When we returned to Wrangel we got off our Zodiac
boats and re-embarked on the ship to cruise the
western side of the island, along Dragi Bay, on the coast
of Cape Waring. Even while we were still on the ship,
we spotted five Polar bears on the shore. The Polar
bear is the only land mammal that can sustain its entire
life cycle on the ice. It will prefer to spend as much time
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as possible on the sea ice - its natural environment
on which it hunts sea mammals and especially seals.
When you see a bear walking on the sea ice, it’ll look
healthy, clean and fat. And indeed, the Latin meaning
of its name is ‘maritime bear’; it can swim hundreds
of kilometers and will prefer to stay in the water when
it feels threatened. A Polar bear cannot hunt and feed
while it swims, but because of its swimming abilities, it
is considered a sea mammal.

During the summer season, the Polar bears move
to land, and for them, this season constitutes a long
fasting period. Like whales, they can fast for about
eight months a year, but only if they begin their fast
having amassed the appropriate energetic load during
the winter and spring.
When we arrived in the month of August there were
only small chunks of sea ice left on the beach, and
they too were melting away. In the past, the thawing
of the sea ice occurred later in the year, but in the past
few years, due to global warming and the melting of
glaciers, they area of sea ice has been shrinking, and the
bears have to return to land that is iceless and devoid
of food for longer periods of time and wait impatiently,
especially along the shore regions, until the sea freezes
again in November.
On the beach we saw a memorial monument for the
people of the Karluk. When we disembarked on the
beach to get a closer look at it, we saw a bear a ways
off that started approaching nearer. The curious bears
have toppled the monument over many times in the
past, and the nature reserve rangers come back time
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and again to rebuild it. As we walked along the beach
we encountered 12 bears. Some of them were sleepy,
some fled as uickly as they could, while others curiously
approached us; we tried not to disturb them as much
as we could and avoid any confrontation. One of them
stood at the top of the cliff and inquisitively watched us
for a full hour, until it finally lost interest and walked
away.

As before mentioned, Wrangel is one of the most
important nesting centers for the Snow geese which
arrive here every year from California and Canada. We
spotted many Snow geese on the beach, and the ground
was covered with their many feathers, after they lost
their ability to fly because of the incubation period and
the great energy exertion of rearing their chicks. Near
the end of the summer the geese molt and grow new
body, wing and tail feathers in time for their migration
back to North America with their young chicks.
1. A female Polar bear and her two young cubs walking on sea-ice
attempting to find and hunt food such as seals and walruses. The
cubs were born at the end of December, left the den with their
mother in the Spring during the month of April, and are now
seven months old. Photo: Agnes Breniere Heritage Expedition.
2. The corpse of a whale that washed up close to Wrangel Island
attracted 200 Polar bears, among them females and cubs, that
came from all over the island to enjoy the hearty meal. At first
glance it looked like a flock of sheep... Photo: Aharon Golani.
3. During the month of August, the sea-ice thaws and parts of it
drift to the shore. Thus Polar bears walking the beach stroll on
it, and sometimes even lie on it and enjoy grooming their fur.
Photo: Moshe Agami.
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The tundra vegetation on the beach was very low. The
plants only grow a few centimeters high, because the
ridge around the bay had allowed the snow to pile up.
Because of this, the snow remains a relatively long time
in this area, and accordingly, the blooming period here
happens later and is shorter. We saw different kinds
of black moss, lichen, rockfoil and willow. We couldn’t
help but wonder what the men of the Karluk went
through in the nine months they spent on the beach,
and we imagined their attempts to survive the harsh
winter and the relief they must have felt when the
rescue ship finally arrived.

Why do Polar Bears Suffer from Global Warming?
(Day 8)
The next morning we planned a three hour hike and a
climb along the mountains on the north-eastern side of
the island, on Dream Head Beach from which sprawls
a big lagoon. When we approached the beach in the
inflatable boats, we found out there were about ten
bears prowling the area. So we changed our plan and
stayed in the boats to observe their behavior, and every
time we spotted a bear walking close to the beach, we
slowly progressed towards it and in most cases, the
bear curiously (or hungrily) came closer to us as well
- that is the nature and character of the Polar bear. At
this point we had already seen dozens of bears, and it’s
no wonder it is so easy to spot bears here - the warming
of the Poles causes the melting of the sea ice, and the
bears don’t have a choice but to climb onto the shores
and wait for November when the sea freezes again.
The North Pole is in the frozen Arctic Ocean and it is
surrounded by continents - Asia, Europe and North
America. The South Pole, on the other hand, is on the

continent of Antarctica which is topped by an ice cap
that covers 98 percent of its area, and it is surrounded
by sea - the Southern Ocean.

In the North Pole, the area of frozen sea changes
between the Winter and summer seasons. But given
global warming effects, the area of thawing ice grows
each year. In Antarctica, for instance, the thickness of
the ice cap is 2,160 m on average, and it reaches 4, 776
m, so that even if a part of it melts, it still remains white,
it continues to reflect the sunlight and doesn’t heat up
so much from it. In contrast, every change in the North
Pole causes extreme ramifications; when the sea ice
melts and the sea that is relatively dark is exposed to
the sunlight - it heats up faster, and accelerates the rate
in which the North Pole glaciers thaw.
The source of the ice in the North Pole is from sea water
that froze; some of the pack ice is perennial and some
is ice that freezes and melts annually. The perennial
pack ice grows each winter and each summer a part of
it melts - but there is always ice. But the annual sea ice
that freezes completely melts in the summer, and every
winter, it freezes again.
The perennial pack ice is very fertile, and when part of it
melts in the summer, it enriches the water with a large
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variety of algae, sea creatures and mineral nutrients
that feed the food chain. Compared to it, the annual sea
ice is thinner and it has less air pockets, and therefore
it is also a lot less fertile. Because of global warming, a
large portion of the perennial pack ice melts during the
summer and becomes annual sea ice.

Until the last few years the perennial pack ice sprawled
around the North Pole and all the way to Northern Asia,
Europe and North America, and blocked the Northern
sea passage between the Atlantic and the Pacific
Oceans. Without an icebreaker, it was impossible to sail
and cross the Bering Strait that connects between Asia
and North America and all the way to Norway.
But Unfortunately, global warming has caused a large
portion of the perennial pack ice in the Arctic Ocean
to melt - and so a short passage has opened between
the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans. The new territories
that have been uncovered are rich in natural resources,
such as oil and gas, and many powerful countries have
their eye on them.

So how does all this effect the Polar bears? The natural
habitat of the bear is pack ice where it hunts sea
mammals; when the seals dig their breathing holes,
the bear awaits them, and when they come up for air,
it captures them. If the period of time when there is
sea ice is shortened - the period of time in which the
bear can hunt and grow its fat reserves for the Summer
season shortens as well.
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The summer is the hardest time for the Polar bear.
It has to live on the land, and therefore it has less
prey available to it and has no choice but to become
an omnivore. It tries to “snack” on chicks, ground
squirrels, fish, or anything else that comes its way, even
carcasses. Even though it is a solitary animal, when it
captures large prey in the summer, you can see a group
of bears willing to share it; in the summer of 2017, the
carcass of a whale washed up on shore in Wrangel, and
200 bears fed on it at one time - evidence that if need
be, the bear can be an adaptable and social animal that
understands it cannot afford to miss an opportunity
like this.

During the last years, the period of time the bears
spend on land has become longer and has made it more
difficult for them to survive. In the area of Wrangel
Island, the ice starts to melt in the months of June and
July, and the Polar bears have to start coming ashore
to start their summer fast. For the female Polar bears
this fact is even more crucial. A female that spends four
months feeding instead of six weakens and the fetus
she carries will stop developing and die.
As stated, from November to April the female will
remain in the den where she gives birth and raises her
cubs. During these months, she will not eat a thing and
will lose 40 percent of her body weight. That is why
it is so necessary and important for her to start this
process in good physical shape, that can withstand this
challenge.

After we were privileged enough to personally see and
experience the Polar bears at such close proximity, we
happily returned to the ship in the afternoon to enjoy
a hot cup of chocolate milk and a drop of coffee liqueur
that were served to us on the front deck. For dessert,
a few Gray whales swam up close to the ship (but not
our plates).
After the break we went on another boat trip and came
ashore close to the lagoon, in an area where there used

1. The top layer of soil on the tundra plains that was covered with
snow and was frozen for eight months, thaws during the summer
months and is covered with a layer of different kinds of lichen.
2. A plant from the species Castilleja elegans - the elegant
paintbrush - colors the tundra plains a vibrant pink during the
short summer months of the Arctic.
3. Dozens of species of willows grow in the Arctic tundra, and
most of them reach the height of a few centimeters. At the end
of the short summer season the inflorescence, seeds and hairy
dispersion pods ripen and are ready to scatter and spread to new
ecological niches (Salix pulchra - Diamond-leaved Willow).
4. The Crowberry (Empetrum nigrum) covers wide areas of the
Arctic tundra, and its succulent fruits feed the local wildlife,
including brown bears.
* Photo 1-4: Moshe Agami.
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to be a cabin for hunters who came here to hunt Arctic
foxes for their furs. Today the cabin houses rangers,
who stay here for a few months every year. The rangers
opened the cabin door carefully so as to make sure it
wasn’t unwanted visitors (like bears) who had come
knocking. The cabin was equipped with a kitchenette
that had storages of dried food, a stove and fire wood,
and with wooden benches that serve as beds. The cabin
entrance and its windows were covered with nailed
wooden boards, to prevent the entrance of inquisitive
bears. On the beach we saw whale vertebrae and the
skeleton remains of walruses.
In the lagoon area we found cormorants that were busy
fishing, as well as kittiwakes and Arctic terns, that flew
up in the air and quickly dove to catch fish in the sea
waters.

According to recent studies, the Arctic tern travels every
year in her migration a distance of 80,000-90,000 km.
It is the animal that travels the greatest distance in the
world, by a big difference. The Black guillemot chicks,
unlike the Brünnich’s guillemot and the Commion
guillemot, jump into the water on their own, and learn
to swim and feed without their parents help. They do
this until they develop the ability to fly.
Our Encounter with One Muskox (Day 9)
During the night we continued our cruise south along
the western coast of Wrangel Island, and we docked
at Pitchy Bazaar south of Cape Florence. We went
onshore, and walked the soaked and saturated tundra
- the dominant plant on which was a sort of primitive
fern called snake grass (in Latin: Equisetum), that had
already started to yellow. Although the snow here had
melted only recently, the plants had already finished to
bud, bloom, develop seeds and scatter them, and were
starting to wilt.
On our way we saw a Muskox - a single large male who
was so engrossed in grazing it allowed us in a slow
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and meandering course to come very close to him. It
seemed, mostly because of its poor eyesight, that it was
unimpressed by us. In the meanwhile, two Polar bears
stood at a distance and watched us.
We continued our climb up the hill and discovered a
den with several tunnels that had belonged to a family
of Arctic foxes. Close by lay the small skull of an Arctic
fox, probably the skull of a young pup that had frozen
to death. It may have been evidence of the fact that the
past year had been a bad one for the lemmings, and
thus not all the Arctic foxes had managed to survive.

We climbed to a height of 250 m above sea level, and
from the top of the ridge we could see beneath us a
river channel. It was easy to see that the river had been
formed by a glacier because its ravine was shaped as a
U and not a V. The glacier was a huge, solid chunk that
slid towards the sea and created this concave valley.
Compared to it, streams and rivers in Israel are always
V shaped, because they were carved by the flowing of
waters that cut into the bottom of the channel over the
course of millions of years.

Tears of Farewell from Wrangel Island, and Also:
About plants that come back to life (Days 11-12)
We woke up early for a farewell hike from Wrangel
Island. We could see flocks of Snow geese from up
close; the feathers of the fledglings that had hatched
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this year were still gray, and they were preparing for
the end of Summer, for the first long voyage of their
lives, in which they would migrate with their parents
south, some of them to California and some to Canada.
The geese are from two separate populations of Snow
geese - but they all come here to Wrangel Island each
year to nest.

On our last Zodiac boat ride, on our way back to the
ship, the sea was choppy. Although the sun was shining
bright, the sea tossed the rubber boat around, and in our
attempts to return to the ship, as we looked back and
waved goodbye to Wrangel Island, we were splashed
with icy water and were soaked to the bone. We felt
as though these were maybe the Islands farewell tears,
and we promised ourselves we would someday return.
We sailed for more than a day and a night on our way
to Kolyuchin Bay. From the ships deck we saw seven
walruses, swimming in unison and occasionally
dunking each other in the water. They were probably,
like us, on their way to North Siberia.
We docked close to the mouth of Kolyuchin Bay, which
is so large you can see it in satellite pictures. From
the very start of our hike along the bay we could see
two Humpback whales close to shore. We sat on the
1. A seal comes up for air with flared nostrils. The moment it
submerges its head, his nostrils close. Photo: Moshe Arman.
2. The Muskox has thick coat that allows it to survive here
throughout the year in the Arctic tundra, even in the winter.
During July and August, the adult bulls fight for dominance in
order to establish harems of cows.
3. On the riverbank, where running water temperatures are close
to freezing, a spring of hot water breaks out, and allows locals
and visitors to enjoy a warm dip. Photo: Samuel Blanc Heritage
Expeditions.
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beach and watched them from a very short distance.
A moment before they dove into the depths of the sea
they raised their tail fins like giant fans, and we felt like
we were watching a private performance held just for
us. Gray whales visit the area often as well, and you
can watch them as they feed just a few meters from the
beach.

A few rivers empty out into the bay, and the river
estuaries towards the sea created swamps that during
the summer serve as important nesting grounds for
a variety of seabirds. Occasionally a flock of Emperor
geese, which are the largest geese in the area, flew
above us; their heads white and bodies gray. In the
lagoons that formed in the swamps, we observed for
the first time two species of loons: the Common loon
and the Yellow-billed loon - a rare and endangered
species. A couple of loon parents floated by peacefully
with their two young chicks. a Bewick’s swan and its
three fledglings cruised by alongside waders, auks,
sandpipers and others.

The vegetation in the swamplands was dominated by
Cyperaceae family: Carex, Juncus, Arctic cottongrass
and others. From the water protruded the water
plant Hippuris vulgaris. Between the marshes, on dry
ground, we identified species of mildew and lichen that
looked like white sprouts that were disconnected from
the ground. During the dry cold season, when there
is no water close by, these plants dry up and go into a
long hibernation, almost like seeds. When it rains, they
soak up the water and come back to life. In effect, they
stop living for a few months, and then start living again
for a few days or weeks. This is a unique adaptation
called Anabiosis. The return to a metabolic state of life
- a rare phenomenon among plants, as in most, when
conditions are not suitable, they wilt and die. Of the
quarter of a million species of Vascular plants on Earth,

only a very few have developed the ability to dry up
completely and then return to a metabolic state of life,
and these few grow in extreme conditions in desert
and polar regions.

In the northern end of the bay stands a lighthouse and
next to it a cabin where the nature reserve supervisor
spends his summer. Next to the cabin we saw the
remains of a shipwreck and the graves of local residents,
the Chukchi people. They mostly bury their dead close
to the surface, and on the graves they place tools that
may be of use to the dead in the afterlife, such as arrows
and mugs. We were requested, for this reason, to tread
carefully and not to collect these “enticing” objects.

At some point a couple of locals that live in the bay
approached us. The woman wore a seal fur coat, and
walked with a stick in her hand on which she collected
plastic dishes and strings that she found along the
beach. Since the nearest supermarket is hundreds of
kilometers from here, this is the only way she can enrich
her household dish collection. The local guide that
accompanied us was excited to see her and recognized
her by name, Galina, because she had met her last
winter during a long and challenging voyage she had
participated in on snowmobiles. Galina’s husband told
us that they had hunted a whale three days earlier.

Only Four kilometers separate the United States
from Russia (Day 12)
In the morning hours we passed by the Diomede
Islands which are sometimes called “Tomorrow Island”
and “Yesterday Island”, because they are separated by
the International Date Line. Between the two islands,
which stand only four km apart, crosses the border
between the United States and Russia. In 1867, when
the United States purchased Alaska from Russia for the
price of only 7.5 million dollars (considered the most
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At least I'll be a whale/Yaara Agami
I want be a whale
The largest in the world
and you won’t be able to find me
in tens of thousands of miles of sea
on a voyage between the Pacific and Arctic Ocean
I will be very quiet
The loneliness will become freedom

Thus
I will live in silent moments
Between rising above the water
And descending to the forge of the bottom
The cold of the bottom
In silent moments
Between breathing in
And breathing out

profitable economic deal in the world), the new border
was set between the big island that belongs to Russia
(Big Diomede) and the small island that belongs to the
United States (Little Diomede). During the Cold War,
the two islands became important strategic locations
to both the Great powers.

Big Diomede Island is defined as Russia’s most
western territory. It was populated originally by the
Siberian Yupik people, but after World War II the
native population was exiled from there, much like the
residents of Naukan that we mentioned earlier. Today
there are no permanent residents in Big Diomede
Island, but Russia has a Border Guard station there.

In the morning we reached the rocky island that was
wrapped in fog. As the air slowly cleared we started
seeing groups of walruses swimming close to the ship,
as well as several whales. After we received approval to
pass from the Border Guard station, we sailed along the
shore close to it. Big Diomede Island is of high ecological
importance because of the large variety of seabirds that
nest on it; Black-legged kittiwakes, Pelagic cormorants,
Common guillemots, Brünnich’s guillemots, Pigeon
guillemots, Horned puffins and Tufted puffins. It’s
interesting to note that of the 24 species of different
auklets that live in the northern hemisphere of the
world alone, 21 species live in this area - The Russian
Far East and Alaska; the Crested auklet, who’s forehead
crest probably served as the inspiration for impressive
gelled hairdos young people wear, the Parakeet auklet,
and even the smallest species among them - the Least
auklet.
In the afternoon we also disembarked the ship to visit
the shores of Chukotka Bay, for a last land encounter
with the animals and nature of this remote place.
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And breathing in
If I will be a whale
The fear would fade in the waves
The longing would blur
The savagery of life will become clearer
Salty tears in salty waters will dissolve in life
So very sweet

The Dream Comes to an End (Days 13-14)
Just when we thought our adventure on Wrangel Island
and Chukotka had come to an end, Mother Nature gave
us one last gift. In the afternoon, on our way south from
Bering Strait back to the city of Anadyr, the Expedition
leader excitedly informed us that a large concentration
of seabirds had been spotted on the horizon and that
we were changing our sailing route and slowing the
ship down so we could see them up close. When we
drew near, we saw hundreds of thousands of Shorttailed shearwaters that created a huge, black and
crowded swarm. The shearwater swarms flanked
the ship from both sides, and their wings created a
deafening cacophony.
While we stood photographing the seabirds with
our cameras, through the lens we suddenly saw that
between them swam more than ten Humpback and
Fin whales (the second largest living creature in the
world). We stood dumbstruck at the sight of them, and
even the veteran ship crew members said they have
been sailing this area for many years but had never
seen such a thing. We realized we might be witnessing
a once in a lifetime spectacle.

During the two week voyage we felt we were in a
thriving and wild universe, parallel to the damaged and
crowded universe we live in. In this dreamlike universe
the wild animals and vegetation exist at their best, and
they dominate the views. The few people who live here
do so in harmony with nature, that hasn’t yet found the
way to contain the scars humans cause it.
These sights were truly inspiring.
We would like to thank Osnat Agami from the bottom of
our hearts for her assistance in writing this article.

