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Varvara:  A Book about the Journey of a Whale 

A fairy tale inspired by a real whale that surprised the whole world. 

“At first she was nothing. Just a drop of water. Then she started to twist and spin and 
toss and spatter and gurgle and she cried out with all her might something like: “I – 
Am!” Then she heard her mom’s laughter and her dad blowing up water towards the 
sky and splashing and joyous singing…” 

The new book by Marka Míková about the epic journey of a whale was 
inspired by a true story. In 2015 researchers measured the journey of a female 
whale, Varvara,  from the majestic species of  gray whales, swam across the 
Pacific Ocean, a distance of 22 500 km, which is the longest migration route 
undertaken by any mammal. The whale Varvara’s story starts with her birth in 
the warm seas near the Californian coast and continues with a string of 
adventures during which Varvara learns to take care not only of herself but also 
of others. When she expects it least she also finds big love and so in the end, 
on a journey to happiness, she reaches her destination. The underwater world 
created by Marka Míková isn’t mute or silent, it’s full of stories and songs. Dive 
into it and you will hear what the whales, with whom we have more in 
common than just this magically beautiful planet Earth, are singing and talking 
about. 

Varvara through the eyes of experts Gray whales live only in the 
Northern Hemisphere. They form two groups there – eastern and western. 
Researchers believed that eastern and western gray whales do not cross-breed. 
They meet at the winter grounds but during the summer each group migrates 
to different locations, the places where they were born. Eastern gray whales 
travel from the Bering Sea around Alaska and California to the waters next to 
Baja California in the Californian peninsula which belongs to Mexico. Western 
gray whales travel along the Russian coast to Japanese and Korean waters. 
While eastern gray whales are thoroughly explored and they fare fairly well, 
their western kin are much worse off. That’s why researchers in 2010 and 2011 
tried to brand a few specimen to better map their travel routes. 

One of the gray whales which received a satellite transmitter was the 
approximately nine-year-old female specimen, whom the researchers named 
Varvara. The transmitter on her body survived the longest and so the 
researchers could truly follow her journey. During the summer she was feeding 
in the seas near Sakhalin Island, then she left in August as expected. But what a 
surprise for researchers when she did not go south but east! Varvara crossed 



the whole Bering Sea and then headed along the Alaskan coast towards Mexico. 
She spent a few weeks near Baja California and in spring 2012 headed back to 
Sakhalin Island. During this journey she traveled over 22,500 km which is as of 
now the longest recorded migration route of any mammal. Varvara thus 
demonstrated that not even about the biggest animals on our planet do we 
know everything… And she also gave us hope that western gray whales will 
not die out. 

The Gray Whale (Eschrichtius robustus) belongs to Cetacea, and therefore 
is a bigger relative of dolphins. Their length varies between 12 and 14 meters 
and they weight about 15 – 35 tons. Hence they are a bit longer than a bus and 
about the same weight. A newborn whale is already a sizable specimen – about 
4.8 meters long and weighing about 1.5 ton, about the same as a car. Gray 
whales do not have teeth; from the upper jaw-bone hang keratin bristles called 
baleen. They therefore belong to the baleen whales as opposed to the  toothed 
whales, among whom we class dolphins. Gray whales live only in the Northern 
Hemisphere, presently solely in the Pacific Ocean. Each year they migrate 
between the cold Bering Sea where they spend the summer, and the southern 
parts where in the warm and calm waters they mate and bear their young. In 
the cold seas they mainly feed, they swim slowly and the whole day gorge on 
food so they have enough energy for their long journey. Gray whales reach 
about the same age as humans, up to and over 80 years. 

Gray whale belong to the species which move slowly and swim close to the 
coastline, which is  why they are often targeted by fishermen. They were nearly 
eradicated before the end of the last century. Gray whales belong to the 
species of Cetacea; the first to be declared as strictly protected. Thanks to that 
the gray whales (mainly on the coast of Northern America) recovered and the 
lagoons next to Baja California each winter are livened up with their songs and 
splashing. Gray whales regained their trust in humans, they meet with local 
fishers and tourists and they let themselves be petted and scratched. 
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