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George Kennan the elder (1845-1924) was
America’s first Russia expert and the name-
sake of the Kennan Institute, which was
founded in part by his nephew George Frost
Kennan (1904-2005), the architect of con-
tainment. Kennan the elder played an ex-
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a frontier town after he finished work at 2
a.m. and watching dangerous events, such as
a criminal cutting someone’s throat, without
feeling faint. It was not enough. He began to
feel that he would have a nervous breakdown
if he were unable to leave Cincinnati.® When
he learned of the opportunity to go to Siberia
as part of a massive project to connect the tele-
graph networks of Europe and America, he
jumped at the chance.

The telegraph networks in America and
Europe had quickly developed from the
1830s, but a big gap remained. There was no
way to directly telegraph between the two
continents, which meant that news was often
weeks or months old by the time the ships that
brought it arrived. Whoever could first con-
nect the two would be able to charge high
prices, at least until competitors managed the
same feat, and would be hailed as a technologi-
cal pioneer. There were several attempts to lay
a cable at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean,
but various problems meant that the first at-
tempts ended in failure. Xt
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side of North Eastern Asia. As a glittering segment of the sun appeared between the distant cloud like
peaks of Kamenoi the scene was one of enchanting beauty. The horizontal rays of light colored by
some subtle influence of atmosphere seemed not merely to throw an external flush upon the objects
which they touched but to fairly transfuse and imbue them with a deep glow to their very centre
as if the rosy light was internal and shone out through a translucent medium. The elms around the
yourt covered heavily with frost by the vapor from the open water of the gulf were lit up with a glory
indescribable. Not only did every branch and delicate twig flash and sparkle like a string of jewels
but seemed imbued by the red light of sunrise with color like rose quartz. The elm which overhung
the yourt was one intricate network of rose color relieved by dazzling flashes of light as the gentle
morning air stirred the branches. It was the very apotheosis of a tree. As the increasing light brought
out more clearly the outlines of the mountains on the western horizon they too seemed touched with
the wand of an enchanter and assumed a series of fantastic and constantly varying shapes as beauti-
ful in coloring as they were novel in form — colossal pillars sculptured from rose quartz stretched up
apparently thousands of feet into the air, mountains appeared inverted upon mountains and lower
down a perfect chaos of startling precipices huge jagged rocks and picturesque valleys. While watch-
ing and admiring these the pillars would gradually unite their tops and form a Titanic arch like the
portal of heaven through which appeared the blue of the sky beyond. Then the whole would melt
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lowers himself into the hole with a well founded apprehension of bringing up eventually either in an
oven or a fire place. Trusting blindly however to good luck he slides down another oily pole until his
feet meet Terra firma where, as he opens his fearful eyes to ascertion his situation he is saluted with
a chorus of drawling “zda-ro-0-0-va-a-a’s”? from half a dozen skinny greasy old women who sit
cross-legged on a raised platform around the fire sewing fur clothes. —The interior of a Korak yourt
presents a strange and not very inviting appearance to a person who more fortunate than myself has
never become accustomed to its dirt smoke and frigid atmosphere. It receives its only light and that
of a cheerless gloomy character through the round hole above, which serves as window door and
chimney and which is reached by a round log standing perpendicularly in the center.

The beams rafters and logs which compose the yourt are all of a glossy blackness from the smoke
in which they are constantly enveloped. A wooden platform raised about a foot from the earth ex-
tends out from the walls on three sides to a width of six feet leaving an open spot eight or ten feet
in diameter in the center for the fire and a huge copper kettle of melting snow. On the platform are
pitched square skin tents called “pologs” which serve as sleeping apartments [and as] for inmates and
as a refuge from the smoke which is sometimes almost unendurable. These “pologs” are lighted and
warmed by a burning wick of dried moss floating in a pan of seal fat. A little circle of stones on the
ground forms the fireplace over which is usually simmering a kettle of fish or reindeer meat which
with youkala seals blubber and brain oil forms the Korak bill of fare. Everything that one sees and
touches is dirty and greasy — The yourt of our old Korak friend Cheekin where our party stopped to
drink tea presented upon our arrival an unusually repulsive appearance. On one side of the fire lay a
huge dead seal in the process of thawing out while three or four women with arms bare and bloodied
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The following letter is of great importance,
as it shows that Kennan presented himself as
a Siberian exile as early as 1866. Although
it has been stated that Kennan did not write
about Siberian exiles during this first trip, the
fact that he titled his projected memoir Life,
Sufferings and Captivity of a Siberian Exile is
significant, because it shows a degree of iden-
tification with Siberian exiles. While it may
have begun as a joke to show his family that
he felt the separation from them keenly, this
identification would only grow with time to
the point that he would lecture in the costume
of a Siberian exile, complete with shackles. He
also makes a point of asserting that his consti-

Dear Doctor,

tution is a strong one and not delicate at all.
It is possible that being a Siberian exile was a
way to separate himself from his family and
to establish an adult identity. The letter also
provides a clear explanation of the structure
of the telegraph expedition and an interesting
account of his work as a doctor in Siberia. The
letter lacks the final part and signature, as do
several others reproduced here. The recipient
was Dr. Charles Morrill of Norwalk, Ohio,
Kennan’s hometown. Morrill (1820-1892)
was a homeopathic doctor who lived to age
72, working up to the end, having gone on a
house call the day before he died.?” This letter
is lacking the final pages and signature.

Ghijigha Head of Ghijighinkski Gulf
Monday July 4th — 16th 1866

I suppose Doctor you are now for the first time aware of the existence of such a place as that
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talk; Father would expatiate upon my being too ambitious, too reckless & adventurous and would
express fears that | might volunteer to go on hazardous & difficult expeditions too fatiguing for
my strength. Mother would ever have before her eyes a picture of her wandering son lying sick in
some miserable hut in the wilderness without friends without assistance & with no Doctor Morrill
to help him out of his difficulties, while Jennie would talk anxiously of the hardships the storms
the extreme cold and the danger that that “delicate constitution” of mine would give out under
the many trials to which it would be subjected. Hattie with a little spark of pride in her brother’s
adventurousness would combat Father’s views but still think with a sigh how hard it was to be
exiled for so long from home friends society and country. Read them the letter & see if it isn’t ex-
actly what they have thought a hundred times. In the meanwhile the unconscious subject of their
discussions was driving dog sledges, hunting reindeer, getting lost in mountain storms, & living in
Korak or Tchucktchi yourts on vast snowy steppes six thousand miles away. Happily none of their
gloomy anticipations were realized. | have been on one or two somewhat hazardous expeditions
but good fortune and good health have never deserted me & | have the satisfaction of knowing
that | have not failed in anything which I have undertaken. | think that the strength of my consti-
tution is now triumphantly proved: | have a better opinion of it myself than | have ever had before
since it has held out through the hardships we have had to experience and it won't do for Mother
to base her fears any longer upon my delicate health & “want of vitality”!! Perhaps she thinks it
doesn’t require any vitality to sleep on the snow in a temperature of 50° below zero, to ride horse-
back for a week wet to the skin day and night with nothing of any account to eat, to travel in five
months on horses, reindeer & sledges over six thousand versts of Siberian country. Perhaps it don't,
but | think a young man with a delicate constitution would experience some difficulty in doing it.

I have written home an account of our “travels and adventures” which | presume Father has
shown you so | won't repeat it again but give you a short summary of the work accomplished in the
Asiatic Division since our arrival here in December and the prospects for the successful construction
of the line. The route six thousand versts in length between the Amoor River and Behrings Straits
has been explored and located although in one or two places a further exploration in summer is
desirable. Houses & buildings for our use have been purchased or built at Okhotsk Yamsk Ghijigha
Penjina Anadyrsk & various other points along the route. Dogs sledges and reindeer for purposes
of transportation have been bought and are on hand. Work has been going on at numerous places
between here and Okhotsk & a considerable number of poles are in the ground. Fifty laborers were
engaged at Anadyrsk in April and we confidently believe that all the poles for the Anadyr River are
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hundred versts. In the first division the heaviest work will consist of chopping away the abundant and
unnecessary timber to make a road for the line. In the second the difficulty will be in transporting
poles from long distances on dog sledges as there is hardly a tree in the whole 500 versts except occa-
sionally on the banks of the streams. In the third or River division there is no difficulty of great im-
portance: the line will follow everywhere the course of timbered & for the most part navigable rivers
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display of his abilities, but one which he enlivened with his presence and adorned with his talents
during a period of six years. Notwithstanding the latter of the above mentioned traits of charac-
ter, he always continued to be the center of attraction in the most refined Kamchadal society, a
fact which is to be attributed to his personal beauty and inherent excellence {of character} rather
than to any effort which he made to assume that position.- Upon the arrival at Petropavloski of
the Russian American Telegraph Expedition, the Chief of that enterprise lost no time in making
so valuable an acquisition as Mr. Dodd to his party; a fact which speaks equally well for his own
discernment and for Mr. Dodd’s worth. Since that time Mr. Dodd has been engaged in explora-
tions in Northern Siberia under the direction of Mr. George Kennan a young and talented officer
of the exploration whose name is doubtless familiar to out readers in connection with the scarcity
of dried fish in North East Siberia, apprehensions having been expressed that the present year’s
supply will be inadequate to meet his wants.- Under the direction of one whose tastes and habits
were so congenial Mr. Dodd passed a pleasant year, carrying the grace polish and easy suavity
of civilized life in {to} Korak yourts & Tchucktchi tents & doing much by example & exhorta-
tion to rescue those people from barbarism & diffuse among them the amenities of civilization.
Upon his return to Ghijigha he received as a recognition of his valuable services the appointment
of “Section Superintendent” of the “Land Section” of the Northern Division comprising the
country between Ghijigha and Anadyrsk a position which none can doubt he will fill with ability
and credit to himself and to the Company. At this point we are compelled to bring our short bio-
graphical notice to a close, with many wishes for the success and happiness of its subject & with
the prediction that the talents which have raised him to his present position of importance and
influence will sustain and elevate him to still greater reputation and eminence. We feel assured
that our readers will join us in the hearty wish that “long may he wave.”

Daily Ghijigha Herald of Progress -

There! Who will say that the local editor of the “Ghijigha Herald of Progress” can’t write a
biography. I calmly point to the above as documentary evidence that he can. The editor wishes
me to state for the benefit of the public that applications for written biographies will meet with
prompt attention upon as reasonable terms as are consistent with the present advanced price of
dried fish seals blubber and the other necessaries of life. Satisfaction guaranteed or money re-
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I have just been reading over your letters again and the Major remarks upon observing the
smile on my face that “they appear to give me a great deal of satisfaction.” They do, with one
exception. You seem to feel so much anxiety about my safety. | have already written in a letter to
you all, everything which I could think of that would relieve your fears. You have never known
me to deceive you, believe me when | tell you that | do not consider myself in one particle more
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The next letter is Kennan’s draft of a letter
that he must have found difficult to write, as
he had to criticize his superior without alien-
ating him. The ships, about which Kennan
had already written his sister Hattie, had not
come all summer. The head of the expedition,
Col. Charles Bulkley, the former head of the
Union military telegraph in the South, had
“promised faithfully that ships with men, ma-
terial, and supplies for the immediate prosecu-
tion of the work, should be at Geezhega and at
the mouth of the Anadyr River as early in the
season as ice would permit them to enter.”*

Major Sergei Abaza, a Russian who knew
Siberia and the telegraph well, had been ap-
pointed head of the entire Siberian division,
but he had not been kept informed by Bulkley,
who most historians do not see as an effective
leader. In his letter to Bulkley, Kennan had to
report for Abaza, who Kennan very much re-
spected but who had been left in the dark, in
order to find out what Bulkley’s orders were
and to bring to Bulkley’s attention the fact
that the ship arrived too late in the season to
be able to leave before ice formed. The con-
fusion that this caused is vividly portrayed in

However, Bulkley did not keep his promise. ~ Chapters 32 and 33 of Tent Life as well.

Ghijiga North Eastern Siberia
September [ ] October [ ]1866
Col. Chas. S Bulkley
Engineer in Chief

Sir [Editor’s note: space left blank in the original] Maj Abasa left this port Sept 19/ Oct 1 on
the Russ. Gov Steamer Saghalin for Okhotsk. [Editor’s note: space left blank] In [the] {his} ab-
sence [of Major Abasa] | have the honor to report that the Company’s barque “Palmetto” arrived
at Ghijiga on the 8th/20th of September after a passage of 112 days from San Francisco. Owing
to her draught of water she was unable to enter the river but as she broke her best bower anchor
a few days after her arrival it was considered unsafe to let her lie outside and she was accordingly
run in as far as possible grounding on a bar at the mouth of the river where she now lies. By per-
severing effort we have succeeded in discharging nearly all of her cargo but as it could be landed
only in the lighter and small boats at high tide and at night it has been a work of the greatest
difficulty. The “Palmetto” has been considerably injured by pounding against the bottom in a
southerly gate while she was lying on the bar but she has been pronounced by competent author-
ity to be seaworthy and will sail from this port with the next high tide about October 5th/17th.
I hope by that time to discharge all of her except sixty or seventy tons of coal which she will
carry back to Petropavlovski as ballast. The Ghijiga River has closed with ice to within three
miles of its mouth and the large quantities of floating ice between the vessel and shore will make
it impossible to discharge the coal and replace it with ballast in time to send her to sea with the
next tide. Her anchor has been replaced by a new one of equal weight obtained from the Russian
Government Steamer “Saghalin” and such other additions and repairs made to her equipments as
the resources of the country would allow. It is difficult while the vessel is lying here aground to
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determine the extent of the injuries she has sustained and whether it will be possible for her to
return this fall to San Francisco or not. Major Abasa desired me therefore to leave it to the judg-
ment of her officers to be decided after ascertaining how she behaves in a heavy sea. Should her
officers after leaving here consider her safe to go to San Francisco this fall she will do so: if not
she will winter in Petropavlovski. | enclose a copy of my letter [on] [the subject] to Mr Peirce,
upon the subject.

The Company’s barque “Onward” has not yet arrived and the lateness of the season makes it
extremely improbable that she will do so although we know nothing of her whereabouts or the
disposition which has been made of her passengers and cargo. {She cannot possibly enter this port
now} Mr Peirce writes by the “Palmetto” that in case the “Onward” arrives at Petropavlovski
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The following letter has a massive chunk
missing, but one small part can be read, in
which Kennan unburdens himself to his fa-
ther regarding the missing ships and other
misfortunes. Kennan’s rescue of the party of
starving telegraph workers at the mouth of
the Anadyr River can be found in Chapters
33 and 34 of Tent Life, where he notes that
the “Golden Gate” arrived too late at the
Anadyr River, causing terrible privation to
the expedition there. A few months earlier, in
December 1866, wrote Abaza that: “It looks
just as if Col. Bulkley deliberately intended
to ‘cripple’ us here, and kept the “Golden

My Dear Father,

Gate” at Plover Bay two weeks in order to ac-
complish his object as completely as possible!
He has done it. | believe I cannot be accused
by anyone of prejudice against Col. Bulkley.
Never a word against him or his management
has passed my lips before; but the leaving of
the Bush party to starve at the mouth of the
Anadyr, and the detention of the “Golden
Gate” until winter set in, are things which
would make a saint indignant. He may ex-
plain these to the satisfaction of the Company
but he never can to mine. | have lost confi-
dence in him entirely.”

Head Quarters Asiatic Division
Ghijiga North Eastern Siberia
Feb 4th-16th 1867

The Company’s vessels arrive here just at the setting in of winter, they are lost and their large
crews are thrown on our hands in such a terrible country as the mouth of the Anadyr with only
two months’ provisions, and we have to take care of them and keep them alive till spring as best
we can. Then comes the famine at Anadyrsk, the dogs there all die off & the people scatter to
the four winds in search of food. This prevents us from bringing up the party at the mouth of the
Anadyr or affording them any material assistance. Whether their provisions there will last until
our vessels arrive next summer | do not know. | hope that the bringing up of 15 men will relieve
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The last letter, to Kennan’s cousin Emma
Hitchcock, provides a fitting coda to the
story, as it describes in an elegiac manner
another long wait for ships to arrive and the
final news that they brought: that the entire
expedition was to cease operations. Although
Western Union had ordered this in October

1866, word did not reach Kennan until July
1867, nearly a year later.3* Kennan reflects on
what he will need to do to wrap up the expe-
dition in place of Abaza and is philosophical
about not being able to guess where the next
New Year will find him. Like other letters, it
lacks an ending.

Barque “Onward”
At Sea off Yamsk bay
August 21, 1867

Dear Cousin Emma,

Your welcome letter written | suppose some time during the year of 1865, (it was not dated)
reached me per barque “Onward” about a month since, after having been once around the globe,
experiencing a variety of adventures and vicissitudes which do not commonly fall to the lot
of letters. How many unimaginative dead letter office clerks, and stolid Russian Government
censors had puzzled over the contents before it reached my hands I don’t know. It seems they
found nothing treasonable in it if it was addressed to a Siberian exile, for they forwarded it on to
Nikolawsk and from there to America from which country it came to across the broad Pacific.
I can only conjecture in what parts of the world it has been forwarded from the curious foreign
post marks and half legible writing with which the envelope is adorned. “Aachen Bromberg
Eydkuhnen”, Moskrae, Perm & Nicolaevsk seem to be a few of the places at which it has stopped,
though where in the name of all that’s geographical they are | confess my ignorance.

The long, long months which elapsed after the breaking up of winter wore wearily away
with us in the expectation of vessels from America or something which should put a little life
into that antiquated old settlement, Ghijiga. Day after day we climbed the steep bluff to the Light
House and cast longing glances over the wide expanse of the water between the Matuga and
Cape Catherine but only to turn away with a deep sigh of disappointment over the hope deferred,
which makes the heart sick. Occasionally the flutter of a sea bird’s wing or the looming up of an
iceberg on the distant horizon would cause our hearts to leap into our throats for an instant with
joyful anticipations of news and letters from the dear ones who live in “God’s Country” but as
the object faded away into indistinctness and finally disappeared in the blue sky, our hopes sank
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