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DEDICATION


THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to seekers everywhere, a sentiment never better expressed than by Kenneth Roberts, who wrote: “On every side of us are men who hunt perpetually for their personal Northwest Passage, too often sacrificing health, strength, and life itself to the search; and who shall say they are not happier in their vain but hopeful quest than wiser, duller folks who sit at home, venturing nothing.”
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FOREWORD


One finds a very limited number of events in history that not only encapsulate the spirit of an age, but tremble on the edge of possibility: That Troy, whose topless towers stirred the West’s first and greatest epic verse, could actually be found and excavated; that, on a Christmas night in the midst of the worst trench warfare the world had yet seen, British and German troops could gather together, exchanging whiskey and cigars; that three or four small rips in her hull could bring the unsinkable Titanic to the bottom of the ocean in little more than two hours.

The Arctic—where time itself is among the things susceptible to freezing—where, as the inimitable Rudolf Erich Raspe described in his Munchausen tales, sentences spoken in the winter could not be heard until they thawed out the next summer—has seen more than its share of such tales. Writers of fiction and poetry have found it an ideal landscape in which to unfold the extremities of human endeavor; the efforts of a man “to build a fire” in Jack London’s story of that name, or the comfort found in a fiery furnace by the eponymous hard-luck prospector of Robert W. Service’s “The Cremation of Sam McGee,” could, it seems, have happened nowhere else. And yet it is the Arctic, more than any other place upon Earth, where the adage that “truth is stranger than fiction” finds its most dramatic embodiment, and as the great number of recent books on Arctic explorers testifies, the romance of those “unknown regions of eternal frost” remains strong to this day.

Yet throughout this revival of interest in the history of Arctic exploration, one of its greatest and strangest stories has gone almost completely untold: That of the loss, and uncanny re-appearance, of the British exploration vessel HMS Resolute. Here is surely one of the most singular events in the history of exploration—that a ghost ship, abandoned in the utmost reaches of the Arctic archipelago, could pilot itself to freedom, recovered as a “floating Pompeii” even as the officers who once strode its decks still lived—and yet it became far more than that. By setting the singular story of the Resolute in the context of the great international drama of the search for Sir John Franklin’s lost Arctic expedition, and setting that story itself within the complex history of national sympathies sometimes divided, sometimes joined by the Atlantic Ocean, Martin Sandler has restored to its entirety a chapter of our history which hitherto has been told only in a piecemeal fashion. It is a story in which ships are as much characters as men, a story of bravery, generosity, and sacrifice, a story of bonds of friendship forged upon an icy anvil. Though long relegated to the periphery of history, the HMS Resolute lives on at its very center, as her timbers still stand today before the seat of power of a great nation, witness to decisions and commands its original officers could never have imagined.

Ralph Waldo Emerson once remarked that many of the most important discoveries are of things already known—by which he meant, I believe, that history can only live if one recovers its strangeness, its singularity, even its shock. In this book Martin Sandler has accomplished just that: He has given us anew something we had almost forgotten we possessed—the history of the timbers of a stout ship, in which, at the peak of a great international Arctic drama, all that is best about our nation once set sail.

	—Russell A. Potter

	Rhode Island College






INTRODUCTION


On May 5, 1845, the “Commissioners for executing the office of High Lord Admiral of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland” issued a twenty-three part set of orders to Sir John Franklin, the most revered of all the British naval explorers, which began by stating:


Her Majesty’s government having deemed it expedient that further attempt should be made for the accomplishment of a north-west passage by sea from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean, of which passage small portion only remain to be completed, we have thought proper to appoint you to the command of the expedition to be fitted out for that service, consisting of Her Majesty’s ship “Erebus” under your command, taking with you Her Majesty’s ship “Terror,” her Captain (Crozier) having been placed by us under your orders.



As far as both the Admiralty and the British public were concerned, Franklin’s endeavor would, they were certain, be the successful culmination of a quest that had become a national obsession, a quest that had become akin to the search for the Holy Grail—to find the fabled Northwest Passage. It would not turn out as planned. Instead, John Franklin’s voyage would be the pivotal development in one of the most remarkable and enduring sagas in history.

It is an epic tale—an adventure, mystery, and detective story all rolled into one, played out against the harshest backdrop in the world. Most of all, it is the story of a unique breed of men, the astronauts of their day, willing to sail into the unknown, willing to risk all for glory, for country, and, truth be known, for the sheer adventure of it all. “They cannot help it, these Arctic fellows; it is in their blood.” That is how Roderick Murchison, the president of the Royal Geographical Society described the scores of nineteenth-century explorers who went searching for the Northwest Passage. The same could have been said for the hundreds of Englishmen and Americans who took part in the thirty-nine expeditions that went seeking those who had disappeared in their search for the passage. What is most astounding is that they did it all under circumstances that we today can hardly imagine. Boldly they ventured into the harshest environment in the world, knowing they would have to spend at least one or even two or three long, dark winters trapped in the ice waiting for the all-too-brief periods when conditions would allow them to resume their search before becoming trapped again. Removed from loved ones and out of touch with the rest of the world for years at a time, they lived with the knowledge that death, in any one of a number of forms, could come at any time. As the American explorer and doctor Isaac Hayes, wrote in 1867:


A heavy line of icebergs was discovered to lie across our course; and, having no alternative, we shot in among them.… As the last streak of the horizon faded from view between the lofty bergs behind us, the steward (who was of a poetical turn of mind) came from the galley, and halting for an instant, cast one lingering look at the opening, and then dropped through the companion scuttle, repeating from the Inferno: “They who enter here leave hope behind.”



And they did it all with what we today would regard as the most inadequate of accoutrements—no cell phones, no global positioning systems, no snowmobiles, no helicopters, no synthetic tents or parkas. Instead, they searched treacherous, ice-filled waters armed with what were more sketches than maps, and navigational instruments that would cause modern mariners to shake their heads in dismay. They trudged thousands of miles over the barren, frozen wasteland, hauling their heavy sledges behind them in temperatures that fell to seventy degrees below zero, and often camped on the ice in simple canvas tents. No wonder that the expeditions of the day engendered unprecedented heroics. No wonder that they also spawned deception, intrigue, colossal blunders, outright lunacy, and even murder and cannibalism.

The drama of the search for the passage and for Franklin’s lost expedition is made even more compelling and relevant by a new dimension to the saga that, until now, has never really been told in full. In 1962, newspapers throughout the world carried a now-iconic photograph of a young John F. Kennedy Jr. peering out from beneath a magnificent desk in the White House’s Oval Office while his father worked above. It was a charming, human portrayal of the popular president and his equally popular son. Few who viewed the photograph could have realized that the desk in the picture was directly connected to the John Franklin saga. The circumstances of this surprising, unlikely connection present their own fascinating story, one that includes what has been referred to as arguably the “most miraculous voyage ever to take place.” Perhaps most important, it is a story of developments that, in the end, linked America and Great Britain in friendship and provided both nations with a tangible symbol of goodwill that remains until this day.

What remains also are the lessons in courage and determination given to the world by those who lived out the Arctic adventure. Theirs is a story that has never ended, filled with mysteries that are still unsolved. As long as these mysteries endure, there will be modern-day searchers who will seek answers to riddles that continue to captivate us more than 150 years after they first emerged. And there will continue to be men and women determined to follow in the footsteps of Edward Parry, John and James Clark Ross, Elisha Kent Kane, Leopold M’Clintock, Frederick Schwatka, and so many of the others who people this book.

They challenged the unknown. They pushed back the frontiers. They endowed future generations of daring souls with the inspiration to become explorers. They made themselves immortal by inscribing their names forever on the Arctic chart. Their motivation is perhaps best explained by astronaut Michael Collins, a member of the first expedition to reach the moon. “Man,” Collins stated, “has always gone where he has been able to go. It’s simple. He will continue pushing back his frontier, no matter how far it takes him from his homeland.”

—Martin W. Sandler

	Cotuit, Massacusetts
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These engravings from the book The Frozen Zone and Its Explorers … (1874) by Alexander Hyde et al. envision the Erebus and the Terror stuck in the ice, and the funeral of Sir John Franklin.
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CHAPTER 1
The Arctic Prize



“It is still the only thing left undone, whereby a notable mind might be made famous and remarkable.”

—Sixteenth-century explorer MARTIN FROBISHER

THE ARCTIC WEATHER could not have been much worse that fall of 1855. It was only September 10, yet as the whaleship George Henry made its way through the Davis Strait it was continually being struck by floating packs of ice. The temperature had continued to fall, threatening to turn the rapidly moving ice into one impenetrable mass. The intermittent fog and the howling winds made navigation, at times, nearly impossible.

For thirty-eight-year-old Captain James Buddington it was the latest of the challenges and near disasters that had plagued his vessel and its twenty-five-man crew ever since they had left New London, Connecticut, four months earlier. It was not that he was unaccustomed to the hardships of Arctic whaling. Lean, powerfully built, and known for his colorful vocabulary and his love of swapping yarns, Buddington had been at sea since the age of seventeen, when he had stolen away from his family farm one night and shipped aboard a whaler. Known also for his willingness to take risks in pursuing his mammoth prey, he had been enormously successful, continually returning home with his hold filled to capacity with barrels of precious whale oil, his deck crammed with bundles of equally valuable whalebone.

But this voyage had been different. Almost from the moment that the men of the George Henry had entered the northern whaling grounds, they had run into trouble. They had been in the Arctic for only sixteen days when they were struck by an ice floe, which tore a huge hole in the vessel’s bow. Fortunately, the damage was above the waterline and they had been able to put into a nearby Greenland port for repairs.

Once back underway, Buddington found that the inlets that led to the richest whaling areas were totally impassable. Somehow they were able to capture a few whales but, by August, conditions had deteriorated even further and the continual snow and fog made it almost impossible to sight whales, let alone hunt them down. Realizing that the situation was becoming hopeless, Buddington made the decision that all whaling captains dreaded having to make. Reluctantly, he decided that even though his hold was far from full of oil and bone, he would put the safety of the ship and its crew ahead of the wrath of the George Henry’s owners that he was certain to face, and head for home.

Within a week of their turning back, everyone aboard knew that the captain had made the right decision. With the ice continuing to mount and waves pounding angrily over their deck, even those crewmen who were most disappointed at having to return with so empty a vessel looked forward to escaping the Arctic’s clutches. But suddenly they were startled by a shrill cry from the lookout perched high in the George Henry’s masthead. The whaler’s bellow was not the usual welcome shout of “Thar she blows” or “There go flukes.” Instead, it was a shrill announcement that another ship had been sighted some fifteen miles in the distance.

Was it another whaleship, Buddington wondered? Whatever type of vessel it was, he welcomed the opportunity of exchanging news with its captain. But it would be a while, he knew, before he got that opportunity. The water between the two ships was filled with grinding ice and it would take time for him to make his way close enough to the other vessel to hail her. Conditions were so bad, in fact, that it took five days. Finally, on September 16, using all the skill and experience at his command, Buddington was able to finish maneuvering the George Henry through the floes until only a single large mass of ice separated the two ships. One thing became instantly clear: The other vessel, whoever she was, was no whaleship. She was huge, at least six hundred tons, with its entire hull sheathed to cut through ice. Immediately, Buddington ran up a signal flag indicating that he wished to speak with the other captain. There was no reply. George Henry ’s crew then gathered at the rail and began shouting across the ice pack to the other vessel. Still there was no response.

Now mystified, Buddington ordered his two mates, John Quayle and Norris Havens, and two of his seamen, George Tyson and a whaler known only as Tallinghast, to walk across the ice pack and board the silent ship. It was not an easy crossing. The four men were forced to struggle over huge mounds of ice and to use ice rafts to carry them over open stretches of water. “As we approached within sight,” Tyson later wrote, “we looked in vain for any signs of life. Could it be that all on board were sick or dead? What could it mean? Surely if there was any living soul on board, a party of four men traveling toward her across the hummocky ice would naturally excite their curiosity. But no one appeared.”

Finally reaching the vessel, they climbed aboard. Spying a nameplate, they discovered that they were now standing on the deck of the HMS Resolute. Moving ahead, they encountered the unmanned pilot’s wheel. Inscribed in brass letters around it were the words “England expects that every man will do his duty.” This was no whaling vessel. This was a ship of the British navy. But where were her sailors? Nowhere on deck was there a person to be seen. What they found, Tyson later recounted, was “a deathlike silence and a dread repose.”

Spotting the cabin door, they kicked it in, went below, and were astounded by what greeted them. Lamps and vases rested on small tables. Plates, glasses, knives, forks, and spoons were arranged on a much larger table as if the ship’s occupants were about to begin a meal. In what was obviously one of the officers’ cabins, books lay open, giving the impression that their owners had just stepped out of the room and would return momentarily to resume their reading. The captain’s epaulets were draped over a chair. Clothing, toiletries, and scores of other personal items lay neatly about the crew’s quarters. Tin playing cards were laid out, indicating that a game had been in progress. A quick check of the galley revealed dozens of shelves of canned meat waiting to be opened. But there was absolutely no member of the Resolute aboard. Not a soul. Who were they? Where had they come from? What had happened to them? The men of the George Henry had discovered a ghost ship.

Their orders were to report back to Buddington as soon as they had identified themselves to the officers and crew of the mystery ship. Anxious as they were to convey their startling news to the captain, they realized that daylight was rapidly fading. To risk making the return crossing in the dark was to court disaster. They would spend the night where they were.

They awoke to a raging snowstorm, one that kept them aboard the Resolute for the next three days. Not that they minded. There were plenty of diversions aboard the spacious vessel to amuse men who had spent the last four months confined aboard their cramped whaleship. “Among other things,” Tyson recorded in his journal, “we found some uniforms of the officers, in which we arranged ourselves, buckling on the swords, and putting on the cocked hats, treating ourselves as British officers … Well, we had what sailors call a ‘good time,’ getting up an impromptu sham duel; and before those swords were laid aside one was cut in twain, and the others were hacked and beaten to pieces, taking care, however, not to harm our precious bodies, through we did some hard fighting.”

Not surprisingly, all of the high jinks were accompanied by the drinking of wine that they had found almost as soon as they had entered the living quarters. Later, Tyson would recall the event that followed his first tasting of that wine as the most memorable incident of his initial encounter with the great English ship. “The decanters of wine, with which the late officers had last regaled themselves, were still sitting on the table, some of the wine still remaining in the glasses, and in the rack around the mizen-mast were a number of other glasses and decanters,” Tyson wrote. “Some of my companions appeared to feel somewhat superstitious, and hesitated to drink the wine, but my long and fatiguing walk made it very acceptable to me, and having helped myself to a glass, and they seeing it did not kill me, an expression of intense relief came over their countenances, and they all, with one accord, went for that wine with a will and there and then we all drank a bumper to the late officers and crew of the Resolute.”



It was a poignant moment, hardened whalemen paying tribute to a mysterious crew. Yet before the third quarter of the nineteenth century was over, it would be but one of many similarly remarkable happenings that would take place in a foreboding land which, when the century began, was still mostly a vast blank on the map. This immense, uncharted region would provide the backdrop for one of history’s most compelling stories, a saga that would include unforgettable characters, murder, intrigue, cannibalism, unprecedented heroics, triumph and tragedy, and the greatest mystery of the age. It began with the obsession to find the Northwest Passage.

As the second decade of the nineteenth century began, England, having established itself as the ruler of the seas, was about to embark on a new age of discovery, motivated in great measure by the desire to advance scientific discovery. Unknown waters waited to be charted. Unexplored coastlines and the land beyond them needed to be explored and mapped. The inhabitants of these lands needed to be found and their surroundings and ways of life encountered and recorded. Geographical puzzles needed to be solved. What was the source of the Nile? Was the Congo a separate entity or did it join up with the Nile, making them one great river? Could the North Pole be reached?

But there was another, even more deep-rooted, motivation for discovery as well. In a world where trade was paramount to prosperity, failure to discover new routes to coveted markets meant being left behind. And in early nineteenth-century England that meant, above everything else, finding a shorter route to the Orient. Since before Christianity, spices from Asia had been at the core of world trade. But acquiring the pepper, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, and other exotic spices meant either dealing with price-gouging Venetian merchants or making the long, expensive, and dangerous voyage around Cape Horn or the Cape of Good Hope. For more than four hundred years, Europeans had sought a shorter, safer route, one that would allow them to travel directly from the Atlantic to the Pacific by sailing through the Arctic, north of Canada. But did such a passageway exist? That was the big question, one that would make the quest for a Northwest Passage nothing short of akin to the search for the Holy Grail. (The quest for a commercial passage occupied the hearts and minds of men for centuries; see note, page 269.)

None of the earlier searches for the passage had even come close to succeeding. Whatever place names existed on the sketchy Arctic map—those of Cabot, Foxe, Hudson, Frobisher, Baffin, and others— were names of men who had tried and failed. Throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, as ships disappeared and explorers failed to return, interest in the passage first waned and then all but vanished. By the nineteenth century, however, England had become a much different nation than that from which the pioneer Arctic explorers had sailed. England’s Industrial Revolution, combined with a series of ringing military victories, had imbued the country with unprecedented national pride, a confidence that anything, including the discovery of the passage, could be accomplished.

Yet, despite all this, it is safe to say that the renewed effort to find the coveted route would never have taken place when it did had it not been for the determination and efforts of one man. His name was John Barrow and he was unquestionably the father of Arctic exploration.

Barrow’s early life gave little indication of how far he would rise or how much influence he would eventually have on future events. He was born in 1764 in the small northern English village of Ulverston where his father was a journeyman farmer. His formal education ended at the age of thirteen when he left school and went to work as a clerk in a Liverpool iron foundry. When he was sixteen, he joined a whaling expedition to Greenland.

[image: ]
John Barrow devoted more than forty years of his life to organizing the search for the Northwest Passage.


Humble beginnings indeed but, from the first, Barrow, a dark-haired, moon-faced young man, had demonstrated a high intelligence, a thirst for knowledge, and an appetite for work. Although his education was brief, he had, by the time he left school, proved himself unusually skilled at mathematics and had learned to read and write both Latin and Greek. During his whaling voyage, he had developed a deep interest in navigation and astronomy and had become fascinated with the frigid areas of the far North.

And somehow he had an inborn talent for recognizing opportunity and taking advantage of it. After returning from his whaling venture, he used his mathematical aptitude to get a job teaching the subject in Greenwich. He also earned extra money by tutoring, an activity that unexpectedly changed his life and fortunes. One of the young men he tutored was the son of a wealthy English lord. When, thanks to Barrow’s tutoring, his pupil’s grades improved dramatically, the lord recommended Barrow to Lord George Macartney, who had just been appointed England’s first ambassador to China. On his own, Barrow had learned Chinese, and when Macartney left for his new post he took Barrow with him as his interpreter. Later, when Macartney was given a new post in Africa, Barrow accompanied him as his aide.

Serving with Macartney in Africa soon provided Barrow with yet another opportunity to further what was rapidly becoming a meteoric career. While there, he met and impressed General Francis Dundas, a member of one of England’s most powerful and influential families. Dundas’s uncle was Lord Henry Melville. And, when Melville was appointed First Lord of the Admiralty, both Macartney and Dundas convinced him to name Barrow the Admiralty’s Second Secretary.

It was unprecedented in British class-dominated politics. This son of an itinerant village farmer had, before he was forty, risen to one of the most prestigious positions in the nation, an office which, in fact, was far more powerful than the name implied. Under the English naval system, the Admiralty was overseen by a board made up of seven lords and two secretaries. None of the lords had any true knowledge of or interest in naval affairs. It was the secretaries who made the decisions, which they then recommended to the board. Like the members of the board, the First Secretary was a member of Parliament whose main responsibility was to deal with all political matters that concerned the navy. It was the Second Secretary who was responsible for day-to-day operations and, if he was so inclined, was in the position to initiate key policy decisions. And John Barrow was more than willing, able, and ambitious enough to take on this responsibility.

Barrow officially became Second Secretary in 1804. Except for a one-year period, he would serve in that post for more than forty years. He brought to the position not only his intelligence and his skills, but also his extraordinary devotion to work (some historians have estimated that he read and answered some forty thousand letters a year) and his unflagging dedication to any cause about which he was passionate. During his first thirty-five years in office, the British navy waged five wars in which, among other victories, the last remains of French naval power were eliminated, the Algerian pirates were finally overcome, the Chinese fleet was destroyed during the Opium Wars, and the Egyptians were driven out of Syria. But, despite these triumphs, military victory was not his main interest. His consuming passion was exploration, particularly that which would lead to the discovery of the Northwest Passage.

Most of this passion was motivated by pure national pride. He was convinced that the search for the passage (and for the exploration of other areas of the world) would immeasurably enhance England’s contribution to scientific knowledge. “To what purpose could a portion of our naval force be, … more honorably or more usefully employed,” he would write, “than in completing those details of geographical and hydrographical science of which the grand outlines have been boldly and broadly sketched by Cook, Vancouver, and Flinders, and others of our countrymen?”

Barrow was, of course, also motivated by the commercial advantages that a Northwest Passage would bring. But perhaps more compelling than anything else—even greater than his obsession with exploring the unknown—was his almost obsessive desire to make certain that no other country such as the United States or Russia be the first to find the passage. For him nothing less than national honor was at stake. “It would be somewhat mortifying,” he stated, “if a naval power but of yesterday should complete a discovery in the nineteenth century, which was so happily commenced by Englishmen in the sixteenth.”

Fortunately for Barrow the time had never been so propitious to launch his passage quest. English ships were more powerful than ever, the fruits of the Industrial Revolution were making more money available to the Admiralty than ever before, and there were, he believed, officers in the British navy bold and skilled enough to make it happen. “From the zeal and abilities of the persons [to be] employed in the arduous enterprise,” he predicted, “everything may be expected to be done within the scope of possibility.”

Not only was it possible, but it could be accomplished, he believed, in a single season. It was an optimism without foundation. For, in truth, Barrow, like almost everyone else of his time—except the whalers—knew very little about the Arctic. He was convinced that the North Pole was surrounded by an Open Polar Sea, a warm, ice-free ocean, entry into which was blocked by a barrier of ice. Break through this barrier, enter the Open Polar Sea, he told the first seekers he sent out, and you’ll find the passage.

He could not have been more wrong. There was no Open Polar Sea and, as his explorers quickly discovered, the Arctic was unlike any place they could ever have imagined—enormous (more than one million square miles), confusing, foreboding, and immensely dangerous. It was, as later commentators would characterize it, an “Otherworld” marked by extraordinary extremes. For two months in the summer the sun never set. For more than two months in the winter it was never seen. “I long for the sunlight,” American polar explorer Elisha Kent Kane wrote poetically in his journal during his first voyage to the Arctic in 1850. “Dear sun, no wonder you are worshipped.” From January to July in particular, temperatures could range from forty degrees below zero to fourteen above. The logs of various passage-seekers recorded temperatures as low as sixty degrees below zero. Yet, on one of four expeditions led by Edward Parry, the British rear admiral, there was a period during which temperatures rose to sixty-six. The sun was so hot that tar oozed out of the seams of Parry’s ships. To his astonishment, it actually rained for thirty consecutive hours.

But mostly the Arctic was unbelievably cold. On an Arctic expedition in 1848, one of the sailors aboard the HMS Enterprise foolishly attempted to carry out some work without wearing gloves. When one of his hands froze, he tried to thaw it out by putting it in a basin of water. His hand was so cold that it froze the water solid, and the poor sailor had to have it amputated.

It was frigid; it was unpredictable—but above all else it was a region dominated by ice. “Lagoons are largely closed by the end of [September],” whaling historian Everett S. Allen noted in his 1973 book, Children of the Light:


Ice in the freshwater ponds is already ten inches to a foot thick, and the weather very likely may be no better … until spring. By sometime in November, ice begins to form in the ocean. This is the beginning of the sea’s closing, the freezing of the pack that may remain unbroken, not only until the early summer following, but even later, if there is no offshore wind to help the rising temperature dissipate it. Sometimes in the fall, the gales drive the main pack of ice in toward the land. But if this does not happen, the sea alongshore freezes over comparatively smoothly except for the small floes that always drift back and forth.… This shore ice may remain unbroken until midwinter when the heavy, continuing winds from the west drive in the old pack ice that lies parallel to the coast and about one and a half miles from it. Inside this bar, the ice often forms to a thickness of more than five feet, with four fathoms of water below that. One might consider this a possible winter anchorage for a ship … except that periodically, the bar is not enough to hold off the wind-driven pack coming in from the sea. And when the old ice drives in on the land, it comes with terrible force, and nothing can survive its crushing.”



Those who sought the passage left home knowing that the journey would inevitably include at least one winter, if not more, locked in the ice, unable to move until a hoped-for spring thaw, always aware of the deadly unpredictability of the ice that imprisoned them. They also knew that, even under the best of circumstances, wintering in the ice would be a supreme test of their courage and resolve. “When the cabin door was opened,” recalled one Arctic adventurer, “a blast of cold air rushed in, causing condensation which made the walls damp. At nighttime the condensation froze, and we slept in a miniature ice palace, crystals sparkling in the light, gleaming icicles hanging from the deck above, some several inches long. All along the outer side of my bunk was a sheet of ice which melted when I got into bed, so that during the night the upper part of my blanket was sodden while the bottom half was like a small ice floe.”

Not that the Arctic was without its unique beauty. Even the most articulate of the explorers found themselves lacking the words to adequately describe the magnificence of the aurora borealis, a sight made even more unforgettable by the fact that it appeared most often during the calmest, coldest nights when the frozen world around them was eerily silent. The crusty polar veteran John Ross was moved to wax poetic about the icebergs that never failed to amaze him. “It is hardly possible to imagine anything more exquisite,” he wrote. “By night as well as by day they glitter with a vividness of color beyond the power of art to represent.”

There was one Arctic phenomenon, however, that was as disturbing as it was often beautiful. At one time or another, almost every venturer into the frozen North experienced dramatic mirages caused both by the refraction of the pale Arctic light and the seemingly endless snow- and ice-covered flat landscape. Seeing things that weren’t really there was, at best, disturbing. At worst, it led to claims of discoveries of mountains or bodies of water that existed only in the “discoverer’s” imagination. Elisha Kane found himself particularly prone to these mirages. “There is a black globe floating in the air about three [degrees] north of the sun,” he noted in his journal. “Is it a bird or a balloon? … On a sudden, it changes shape … It is a grand piano … You had hardly named it before it was an anvil … Presto it has made itself duplicate—a pair of colossal dumbbells. A moment! and it is the black globe again.”

[image: ]
A ship floats past a glacier in an illustration from Elisha Kent Kane’s best-selling book Arctic Explorations (1857). Like most of his fellow northern explorers, Kane never stopped marveling at the ever-threatening yet sublime Arctic landscape, particularly the icebergs he encountered.


A volatile land of bitter uncertainties, the Arctic was indeed a place like no other. The thousands who sought the passage and the thousands of others who went searching for those who disappeared in the quest quickly learned that, above all else, it was the most humbling experience of their lives. On his first exedition to the Arctic, Elisha Kane was fascinated with the icebergs he encountered. In his journal he wrote: “An iceberg is one of God’s own buildings, preaching its lessons of humility to the miniature structures of man.”



So why did they do it? Why did they sail off into the most hostile environment imaginable, into uncharted waters, never knowing what lay ahead or whether they would ever return? Some, no doubt, were lured by the financial rewards that Barrow, in 1818, had persuaded Parliament to offer to whoever could penetrate furthest into the Arctic. The first passage-seeker to reach longitude 110 degrees west would receive £5,000. Whoever first reached 130 degrees west would get twice that amount. At 150 degrees west, the prize soared to £15,000. The jackpot would go to the explorer who first reached the Pacific, making the Northwest Passage a reality: £20,000, or almost a million and a half U.S. dollars in today’s currency.

It was a strong enticement, but one that would benefit only the few who achieved these goals. A much larger motivation lay in the state of British naval affairs. By 1817, England’s long war with France was over, Napoleon was in exile, Europe was at peace, and there were no wars left to occupy the British navy. Of the 140,000 seamen who had fought in the Napoleonic Wars, more than 120,000 had been discharged. Six thousand officers had been retained, but now there was little meaningful work for them to do. Without the challenges and dangers of war, there was little chance for heroism, little chance for public acclaim, and thus little chance for advancing their careers, which was the consuming ambition of all British naval officers. The opportunity for recognition suddenly presented by the renewed search for the Northwest Passage offered a way to excel. Three hundred years after he uttered them, the words of early British passage-seeker Martin Frobisher still rang true. The discovery of the Northwest Passage, he had declared, “is still the only thing left undone, whereby a notable mind might be made famous and remarkable.”

There were other motivations as well. An anonymous thirteenth- century Viking explorer explained his reasons for undertaking a voyage to Greenland and Vinland, in a treatise entitled The King’s Mirror: “As you are anxious to know what one looks for in that land, or why one goes there at such peril, it is that one is moved to do so by the character of human nature, … the thirst for knowledge: for in man’s nature lies that inclination to explore and see things of which he has been told, in order to know whether it is as he has been told or not.” After four hundred years, only the periphery of the Arctic had been explored. For those brave enough to sail in to the unknown, the search for the Northwest Passage presented the greatest chance they would ever have to attain immortality by, as Alfred Lord Tennyson put it, “inscribing themselves on the Arctic chart.”

All of these men also brought something else with them, something that transcended the desire for promotion and fame. Almost to a man, they saw themselves as knights of old, off on a romantic, quasi- religious crusade. Like John Barrow, they were determined that the passage be found by Englishmen, not Americans or Russians, and that the landmarks of the Arctic, once discovered, be marked with English names. At the same time, they were imbued with the unshakable belief that the English way of doing things was the only way.

Almost all the naval officers were from the British upper class. Their inbred Victorian snobbery would not permit them to listen to the advice of English or American whalers, men who had spent years coping with the Arctic environment. Once in the Arctic, most of the officers did not seek the help or advice of the natives, insisting instead on having their heavy, equipment-laden sledges pulled by their men— rather than by dogs, in the fashion of those who lived in the frozen North. And they remained in the Arctic dressed in full dress British wool uniforms rather than in the practical furs worn by the Inuit. It was an arrogance that went beyond national pride. It would lead to extraordinary heroics and accomplishments. But it would also lead to colossal failures and tragedies.

They were a special breed, these men who sought the passage. They wanted to be heroes, and, for the most part, they were. Driven by a noble obsession, they were willing to leave homes, wives, and families behind for the credit of finding something new. Most had no choice. “ They cannot help it,” England’s former Lord Chancellor, Lord Henry Brougham explained. “It is in the blood.”
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