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Peter Littke 

 

Who was A. Erman? 

 
 

Scholars of the history of Russian-America are very likely to have come across 

publications by A. Erman, especially if they are interested in Fort Ross. Erman was 

mainly interested in magnetic and meteorological observations, some of which he 

published in his own periodical1. Who was this man? 

Adolf Erman was born on May 12, 1806 in Berlin as the son of the physician Paul 

Erman. His father came from a French family background and was a leading figure in the 

French colony in Berlin2. His mother was of Jewish descent and came from a widely 

branched family. 

Adolf Erman studied in Berlin following in the footsteps of his father. There he attended 

readings held by his father and by Ernst Chladni (1756-1827)3 as well as readings about 

Mathematics and Astromony by Jabbo Oltmanns4 and Geography by Carl Ritter (1779-

1859)5. Erman studied in Berlin at the same time as Geologist Friedrich Hoffmann6 and 

his cousin Heinrich Wilhelm Dove7.  

In 1826 he took his doctorate in physics and found a post as assistant to Professor 

Friedrich Wilhelm Bessel8 in Königsberg (now Russian Kaliningrad). 

From 1828 to 1830 Erman undertook a journey around the world. The first step was to 

accompany the Norwegian professor Christopher Hansteen9 and his assistant, Lieutenant 

Due, to Siberia to carry out magnetic observations. From Kjachta the two Norwegians 

returned home, but Erman travelled at his own expense onto Yakutsk and from there to 

Ochotsk. Here he luckily caught one of the transport ships of the Russian-American 

Company which took him to Kamchatka. He crisscrossed the peninsula when in 1829 he 

met Leontii A. Hagemeister in Petropavlovsk10. Hagemeister had just arrived from 

Kronstadt on his third voyage round the world with supplies for the Russian Colonies in 

America11. He agreed to take Erman on board and on October 3, 1829 Hagemeister’s 

ship, the Krotkii, left Kamchatka. On the 19-day voyage to the principle town of the 

Russian colonies in America, Novo Arkhangelsk (Sitka), many suffered from the cold 

weather and one man died. 

On his arrival at Novo Arkhangelsk, Hagemeister learned from Governour Chistiakov 

that the colony was in dire need of provisions and therefore left again for the former 

Spanish, now Mexican, settlement of Yerba Bueno (later named San Francisco) where he 

arrived on November 24. Unfortunately due to a poor harvest caused by drought no 

provisions could be bought. 

Forced to leave California, Hagemeister headed south, crossed the Tropic of Cancer and 

with Erman determined that the magnetic Equator did not intersect with the earth’s 

Equator in these longitudes but runs south of it by an average of 1°50’. Due to the 

shortage of fresh water, Hagemeister had to discontinue the observations and proceeded 

to Tahiti. 
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Leaving this island on February 11, 1830 for her homebound voyage, the Krotkii reached 

Kronstadt again on September 16, 1830 after a journey via Cape Horn having only 

stopped at Rio de Janeiro, Portsmouth and Elsinore (Denmark). 

In the following years Erman was occupied with writing his travel report12. In 1834 he 

became an associate Professor in Berlin. In the same year he married Marie Bessel, the 

eldest daughter of his one time tutor in Königsberg. Because the salary he received was 

not enough to keep the young family going, Erman had to teach at a Gymnasium (High 

School). From 1841 to 1867 he was also the publisher of the periodical Archiv für 

wissenschaftliche Kunde von Russland [Archive for scientific news from Russia] in 

which he also published articles himself. Despite numerous efforts his father and his 

father-in-law failed to secure him a better paid job. 

In 1842 Bessel and Erman attended a meeting of the British Association for the 

Advancement of Science (BAAS) in Manchester. On the way there they visited the 

famous Carl Friedrich Gauss13 in Göttingen. Erman and his cousin Dove took part in 

another BAAS conference at Cambrige in 1845 when they also visited a conference of 

magneticians in London. 

In later years Erman studied the thermal expansion of salt water, wrote about a drilling 

apparatus operated by rope, and the possible influence of meteorites on the climate in the 

month of May. On July 12, 1877 Adolf Erman died in Berlin. 

His son, Johann Peter Adolf (1854-1937), became a world famous Egyptologist and is 

regarded as the one of the “Fathers of modern Egyptology”. 

 

Adolf Erman publications (concerning the study of Siberia and the history of Russian-

America only): 

- Der Lauf des Obi zwischen Tobolsk und Oddorsk, berichtigt durch astronomische 

Bearbeitung [The course of the river Obi between Tobolsk and Oddorsk, adjusted by 

astronomical work], in: Annalen der Erd-Völker- und Staatenkunde, 5. Bd., Berlin: G. 

Reimer, 1832, pp. 64-99. 

- Zufass-Bemerkungen über Neu Californien [Additional Remarks on New California], 

in: Annalen der Erd-, Völker- und Staatenkunde, Second Series, June 1833, pp. 240-

260. 

- Reise um die Erde durch Nord-Asien und die beiden Ozeane in den Jahren 1828, 

1829 und 1830: Naturhistorischer Atlas. Verzeichniss von Thieren und Pflanzen, 

welche auf einer Reise um die Erde gesammelt wurden [Voyage round the world 

through North Asia and both Oceans in the years 1812, 1829, and 1830: Natural 

History Atlas. List of animals and plants, which were collected on a voyage round the 

world], 2 vols., Berlin: G. Reimer, 1835. 

- Reise von Tobolsk bis zum Ochozker Meer im Jahre 1829, Berlin: G. Reimer, 1838. 

English: Travels in Siberia: including Excursions Northwards, down the Obi, 

to the polar Circle, and Southwards, to the Chinese Frontier, 2 

Vols., London: Longman, 1848. 

French:  Voyage de M. Erman dans le nord del’Asie. 

- Beiträge zur Klimatologie des Russischen Reiches: Ueber das Klima von Ross in 

Californien und Herrn Tschernychs meteorologische Beobachtungen an diesem Orte 

[Contributions to the climatology of the Russian Empire: About the climate of Ross 
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in California and Mr. Chernykh’s meteorological observations at this place], in: 

Archiv für wissenschaftliche Kunde von Russland, Bd. 1, 1841, pp. 562-579. 

- Beiträge zur Klimatologie des Russischen Reiches, in: Archiv für wissenschaftliche 

Kunde von Russland, Ueber das Klima von Ross in Californien und Herrn 

Tschernychs meteorologische Beobachtungen an diesem Orte [Contributions to the 

climatology of the Russian Empire: About the climate of Ross in California and Mr. 

Chernykh’s meteorological observations at this place], Band I, 1841, pp. 562-579; 

organische Natur [organic nature], Band II, 1844, pp. 617 – 672; Kamtschatka 

[Kamchatka], Band III, 1848, pp. 441 – 488; Boden- und Quellentemperaturen 

[Ground and head spring temperatures], Band IV, pp. 33 – 130. 

Extracts from his writings about Siberia and the Russian Far East are published [in 

German with an introduction] in: Scurla, Herbert (Editor), Jenseits des Steinernen 

Tores. Reisen deutscher Forscher des 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts durch Sibirien [Beyond 

the Gate of Stone. Journeys of German explorers through Siberia in the 18th and 19th 

century], Fourth edition, Berlin: Verlag der Nation, 1976, pp. 259-266; 281-413 [Be 

aware of some communist ideology stress]. 

 
_____ 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Erman’s publications about Siberia and Kamchatka are based on personal experience, but not so his 

writings about Fort Ross, where he drew on Russian publications of his time. 
2 Paul Erman (1764-1851) was the son of Jean Pierre Ermann (1735-1814), Historian and author of Histoire 

des Refugiés. 
3 German scientist who became famous for his pioneering work in the mathematical analysis of acoustics. 

He was one of the first in the scientific community to state publicly that meteorites fall from the sky for 

which he was ridiculed until this was confirmed to be the correct in 1803. Its importance is that it 

influenced Faraday in his thinking about lines of force in magnetic and electrical experiments. 

4 An almost forgotten German practical mathematician and astronomer (1783-1833). In 1805 Alexander 

von Humboldt trusted him with the treatment of his astronomical data taken during his Journey to America, 

(1799-1804) in which he determined the exact locations of many places in South America. Accompanied 

Humboldt on a three year diplomatic mission to Paris, where he met Laplace among others. Oltmanns died 

of a stroke in Berlin. 
5 German geographer Carl Ritter, together with Alexander von Humboldt, is commonly associated as one 

of the founders of modern geography. 
6 Geologist und vulcanologist (1797-1836), later Professor for Mineralogy at the University of Berlin. 
7 Physician and meteorologist (1803 - 1879). The English periodical Nature called him “Father of 

Meteorology” (Edition April 10, 1879). From 1858 to 1859 and 1871 to 1872 President of the Humboldt 

University in Berlin. 
8 Astronomer (1784-1846), calculated the course of the Halley comet. Was regarded as the most important 

astronomer of his time. Started to search for then unknown planets following his discoveries of 

irregularities of the planet Uranus. Earned further merits in geodesy, physics and mathematics.  
9 Norwegian Physician and astronomer (1784-1873). From 1828 to 1830 carried out an expedition for 

magnetic observation in Siberia after the funds were approved unanimously by the Norwegian Storting 

(Parliament). Is regarded as “a Gauss forerunner”. 
10 Some secondary sources mention, that Erman met the Russian explorer F. P. Litke in Kamchatka. This is 

incorrect. Litke, on his second and final stay in Petropavlovsk before returning home to Kronstadt, stayed 

there from 23rd September 1828 until 30th October 1828. At that time Erman was still in the Ural Mountains 
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on his way towards Tobolsk. He reached Kamchatka in August 1829, the same month, Litke had already 

arrived back in Kronstadt. 
11 Hagemeister had left Kronstadt on September 10, 1828 and reached Petropavlovsk after a ten month 

voyage via Copenhagen, Portsmouth, Simons Bay (South Africa) and Port Jackson (Sydney) on July 10, 

1829 (see: Ivashintsov, N. A., Russian Round-the-World Voyages, 1803-1849, with a summary of later 

voyages to 1867, translated by Glynn R. Barratt, edited by Richard A. Pierce, Kingston, Ontario: Limestone 

Press, 1980, pp. 103-109). 
12 The magnetic observations made during his travels were utilized by C. F. Gauss in his theory of 

terrestrial magnetism. 
13 German mathematician (1777-1855), proved the fundamental theorem of algebra, the fundamental 

theorem of arithmetic, systematized the study of number theory and other works. 


