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INTRODUCTION TO THE
COOPER SQUARE PRESS EDITION

By the standards of her day, Josephine Diebitsch-Peary led a very unusual life. As with most unusual lives, hers was the product of an unusual ambition. Although, like many Victorian women, it was her husband’s ambition and not her own, her desire to be an active participant in its realization was what brought her to wider notice.

Josephine Diebitsch was born to German immigrant parents on May 22, 1863 in Washington, D.C. Her father was head of the interlibrary exchange at the Smithsonian Institution and Josephine became his assistant. At nineteen she met Robert E. Peary, a civil engineer in the U.S. Navy. Even their meeting was a product of Peary’s budding ambition.

Peary had once been engaged to a hometown girl, but broke off the engagement when he moved to Washington to take up his appointment as a draftsman for the Coast and Geodetic Survey. After obtaining his Navy commission through a competitive exam, he aimed to rise high in Washington society and to make powerful friends. A product of provincial Maine, he made a conscious study of improving his social graces, including a course in ballroom dancing. It was at a dance that he met Miss Diebitsch in 1882. This encounter began a six-year courtship, interrupted by journeys in quest of Peary’s fondest desire: fame and an honorable name that would make him known throughout the world.

At first, he hoped to find both in connection with his work on the survey of a route for the Trans-Isthmian Ship Canal across Nicaragua. Then Peary became interested in Greenland’s unexplored ice cap, which he penetrated 100 miles in 1886 on a self-financed excursion. When he had to return to Nicaragua in 1887, he debated what he should do about Jo: “That she loves me I know; that she can make me happy I think; that she would hamper me less than any woman I have met or am likely to meet I am confident. [Still] I shrink from voluntarily chaining myself; & have to submit my last & fairest dream to the cold light of prosaic daily life.” Nevertheless, before Peary left, he proposed, and they were married after his return, on August 11, 1888. They honeymooned in Seabright, New Jersey. Peary’s overprotective mother accompanied them. Jo naturally resented this intrusion and ever after felt herself second in Bert’s affections.

Peary was assigned to the New York Naval Shipyard. The couple set up housekeeping, first on Madison Avenue, then in a boardinghouse on 32nd Street. Jo was helplessly in love with the man whom she thought could not be more handsome, and believed that, if not ahead of his mother, she at least stood ahead of Bert’s ambition. “Bert puts the Canal aside,” she wrote to her mother, “and devotes the whole time to me, and if he is as happy as I am, then we are the happiest people in the world.”

But he was not. “Prosaic daily life” soon lost its novelty; the old yearning for fame only lay dormant for awhile.

With the abandonment of the Nicaraguan canal route for one across Panama, the southern pathway to fame closed to him. Peary’s thoughts turned north again. He began to promote an expedition, the object of which would be the crossing of Greenland’s ice cap. When Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen accomplished this feat, Peary proposed a survey of Northern Greenland to determine its extent in the direction of that much-coveted exploratory goal, the North Pole (Peary’s own secret ambition). But for the time being, this ultimate destination remained only a dream, one that caused him many periods of self-doubt and despair.

In 1890, Peary’s fortune changed when he was transferred to the League Island Naval Yard in Philadelphia. A lecture on his proposed expedition gained him the attention and support of the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia. Suddenly, it seemed as if his dreams might be within his grasp: “Fame, money & revenge goad me forward till sometimes I can hardly sleep with anxiety lest something happen to interfere with my plans,” he confided to his mother.

Peary worked tirelessly, putting his expedition together on a shoestring and obtaining a leave of absence from his naval duties to execute his plans. He engaged young, eager amateurs as assistants and took care to hire no potential rival for attention or for credit upon his return. But as the expedition prepared to sail from Brooklyn on June 6, 1891, the center of attention was not Robert Peary, but his wife, who would be going as well.

The newspapers vacillated between condemning Robert Peary for exposing his young wife to the dangers of the frigid north, which had claimed many a hardy man, and commending Josephine Peary for her loyalty in agreeing to accompany her husband. The large crowd on the dock to see the Kite off was anxious to get a glimpse of this brave woman bound for the “icy Sahara.”

My Arctic Journal, first published in 1893, is just that: a record of Jo Peary’s experiences on her husband’s North Greenland Expedition of 1891–1892. During research for my book, Cook & Peary: The Polar Controversy, Resolved, I always sought primary sources, including accounts by participants in the events that I wished to portray. Jo Peary’s book was readily at hand, but I wondered how much of it reflected her actual experiences and feelings. Although complete diaries of some other expedition members were easily located in the vast Peary Family Collection housed at the National Archives, only parts of Mrs. Peary’s diary could be found there. Promising leads in New England turned up none of the missing portions. However, a comparison of what survives shows that many important passages in her book—such as her description of the accident that broke her husband’s leg on the way to Greenland—are reproduced from her original diary nearly verbatim. Of course, a large amount of material has been edited out: chiefly commonplaces, annoyances, and statements of a personal nature. But because Jo was unable to abandon completely her Victorian notions of cleanliness, civilization, and propriety—much less come to any real understanding of the “strange little brown people” she encountered in the Inuit, who flocked to see the wonders of the white men’s house—My Arctic Journal remains intimate and strikingly frank, and can be said to embody the authentic voice of its author, despite the editing. In many ways, it is the best published record of the events of this expedition and gives an immediate sense of the novelty of her experience and of the drudgery that underlies all worthwhile accomplishments and seemingly easy successes.

It also gives some insight into the other expedition members, but Jo is far less frank in this regard. Each of the men who signed on with Peary was interesting in some way. Langdon Gibson was the brooding brother of the soon-to-be-famous creator of the Gibson Girl, Charles Dana Gibson. Of all the expedition members, Langdon alone had no interest in ever returning to the Arctic again. Eivind Astrup, who accompanied Peary on the latter’s successful crossing of Greenland’s ice cap in 1892, had the opposite reaction to his introduction to the Far North. He returned with Peary the next year, only to fall out with him and to form plans for his own expedition. But Astrup’s life was cut tragically short when he froze on a skiing tour in his native Norway in 1896. John Verhoeff, an eccentric who also had future Arctic plans, lost his life in an accident just prior to the expedition’s return to the U.S. Matt Henson, Peary’s black manservant, who lately has risen highest in recognition as an explorer, receives little serious notice in Jo’s pages. He was regarded merely as the expedition’s cook and handyman at this time. The expedition’s physician, Dr. Frederick A. Cook, became an explorer in his own right and, eventually, a figure surrounded by great controversy in the wake of his bitter dispute with Peary over who was first to the North Pole.

Jo left out of her book her candid opinions of each of these men:

I hate the people who surround me more & more every day. Every action speaks of lowness & coarseness. I am afraid I am too much of an aristocrat to ever get used to, such people as these. It is very evident to me that B-[ert] does not share this feeling & rather resents it in me. I can see plainly in all that I know of him that he has been brought up to always do & say things for the sake of what others may think or say while I have been accustomed to say what I thought & do as I wished without caring a rap what any one said or thought. The best thing for me to do is to avoid all conversation with the boys; in that way I avoid offending B- by my speech. . . .

The members of the party as they appear to me. Dr. F. A. Cook, an exceedingly coarse man with not an idea of gentlemanly behavior. A former milk man who from his savings studied medicine, although he cannot write a page without misspelling words. How good a physician he is of course I do not know, he was kindness itself to us during Bert’s unfortunate accident & a woman could not have been more gentle. This I appreciate highly & shall never forget but his uncouth manners & unrefined talk grate on me constantly. Imagine a physician . . . speaking of “belching up wind from the ‘stommick’ as a sign of fermentation in the intestines” at the table. When he has finished eating he rolls back on his chair & rubs his belly, frequently comes to the table in his dirty undershirt & pants, boasts that he only combs his hair on Sunday which not having been cut since he left N.Y. hangs in stringy masses over ears & neck. The other day while he was marking out something on the table cloth with his fingers a louse walked over his hand. Altogether he is a dirty specimen of manhood, but a good worker & a very good-hearted person.

J. M. Verhoeff comes next I suppose; he is an uncanny & very homely dwarf. Nothing gentlemanly about him. Has evidently had no “home training.” He has some money & has had a course in a scientific school. He is very eccentrick & thinks himself a model of goodness & smartness. There is no doubt that he is not quite right in the “upper story.” He thinks nothing of spitting on the floor & talks of his relatives, one is a policeman, another keeps the poorhouse somewhere &c, &c. He confines himself to 2 meals a day & then just stuffs himself, putting everything on his plate at the same time & mincing it all up. Anything but appetizing for the rest of us. But the boys say he is very good-hearted. He can never attend to more than one thing at a time but this he does thoroughly & can be depended upon.

Next comes Langdon Gibson. There is nothing repulsive about his looks as there is in the 2 former men. He was formerly messenger boy & then clerk in Wall street & it is evident that he has been brought in contact with a better class of people. His appearance I am sorry to say is the only favorable thing about him. He is lazy, shiftless, a flatterer & a thoroughly deceitful fellow, besides being a coward & though he claims to be an ornithologist he knows little more about the birds than the average person who has gone gunning for sport. General education he has none . . . & is continually exposing his ignorance.

Eivind Astrup being a foreigner & not able to always express himself in English seems reticent & quiet when I happen to be in the room so I can’t say much of him. He would be a nice bright looking boy if he kept himself clean. The others have taught him to swear & he seems to think it is a big thing to swear as much as possible. The first thing he teaches the natives when they come here is “go to h—” He is still young & I think a gentleman born, so I have hopes of his improvement. These together with the colored boy are the civilized men with whom I am brought in daily contact. Bert thinks I ought to treat them as my equals & see only their good points & feels hurt that I do not do this; he has no idea what it costs me to even treat them with ordinary politeness. I would much rather ignore them.

Some of the men harbored similar feelings about Jo Peary. She was willing to do her share, but her mere presence was a source of tension, and was frequently the topic of conversation among the unmarried men. (Only Henson, at this time, was married.) Although the argumentative Verhoeff agreed that a woman had no place in the Arctic, he would not participate in some of the other topics of discussion. “I did not like the smutty talk,” he confided to his diary.

Verhoeff, who disdainfully called her “the Woman,” and especially Gibson, took a dislike to both Pearys, sensed her classist prejudices and his unwillingness to share a particle of glory, and considered both of them imperious.

If there was an exception to this attitude, it was Dr. Cook. Verhoeff believed that, despite what Jo wrote about him in her diary, Cook was her favorite. Perhaps their common German heritage accounted for this supposed affinity, but it seems inescapable that Cook had a great respect for Jo’s courage and loyalty. Certainly, she was in Cook’s mind in 1901, when he wrote this odd conclusion to his article, “A Walk to the North and South Poles”: “Perhaps some hardy American . . . will ere long arise whose strong hand, or that of his wife perhaps, shall hoist the . . . Stars and Stripes beyond the present borderland.”

Except for the loss of Verhoeff, Peary’s expedition was a total success, which only fueled his further ambition. Immediately, he laid plans for another, larger expedition and went on a strenuous lecture tour to finance it. He was so much away from home that Jo saw less of him than she had in the Arctic. When he gained leave to return to Greenland, the depression, anxiety, and homesickness that she had experienced that first Arctic winter did not deter her from resolving to go again, even though she was pregnant. But after a heart-to-heart talk with a confidential friend, Jo was convinced this would be foolhardy. She told Bert that she could not take the risk, but Peary seemed so shaken by this decision that she relented.

My Arctic Journal ends with a paragraph written on the shores of Inglefield Gulf, where she was about to spend her second Arctic winter. She says: “Everything points to the success which Mr. Peary hopes for. What the future will bring, however, no one can tell.”

The second expedition started out well, but because of chance misfortune and Peary’s own overreaching plans, his Second Greenland Expedition was as complete a failure as the first had been a success. The only bright spot came with the birth of Marie Ahnighito Peary on September 12, 1893. She was so fair that the Inuit wanted to touch her to see if she was warm, since to them it seemed she must be made of snow. Marie was known as “The Snow Baby” ever after.

Peary’s poor planning left him critically short of supplies when severe weather in the spring of 1894 rebuffed his first attempt to cross the ice cap. As a result, he was forced to reduce his party to a bare minimum if he were to have any chance of success the next spring. Returning to America was not a problem for most of Peary’s disgruntled assistants, who harbored on an even larger scale the same animosity that the first expedition’s members had shown toward the Pearys on an even larger scale. Although one returning member described their experience as “a perfect Hell,” the implication (in a letter sent back by Peary) that they had returned out of cowardliness hurt their pride and made Peary future enemies. But when Peary decided that even Jo had to return, only her brother, Emil, who had come on the relief ship, was able to convince her that she must for Marie’s sake. Still, Jo was deeply hurt by what she considered her husband’s lack of faith in her.

Once home, Jo determined to raise money for what she called “The Greenland Scientific Expedition of 1895,” even though in reality its only purpose was to relieve Bert and to bring him back home for good. To this end she went on the lecture circuit under the management of the impresario of the lyceum, Major J. B. Pond, who felt she was “in possession of a speaking talent that would have made her a permanent success.” From her proceeds and from solicitations of the scientific and geographical societies in New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, she was able to raise enough money to send a ship in the summer of 1895. With it, she sent Bert a heart-rending letter recalling her bitter disappointment as they sat together by a favorite little pond in a valley near their expedition hut.

When you told me your plan a year ago last April as we sat near the shore of Baby Lake, I felt as if you had put a knife into my heart & left it there for the purpose of giving it a turn from time to time.

I have reviewed our married life very carefully, my husband, & think I am resigned to the place which you gave me an hour after we were married. It was No. 2 & how it did hurt, has continued to hurt & will hurt until the end. A year ago you made it No. 3 . . .

My Bert, my life, if you have not been successful won’t you be content to put fame in the background & live for me a little, as you once did?

In the Arctic, Peary, who had barely escaped with his life in his most recent attempt to repeat his crossing of Greenland, also regretted his decision. At about the same time that Jo was penning her ship-borne letter, he was writing to Jo, even though he had no means of sending it: “Never have I felt more lonely than tonight, never if God grants me to take you in my arms again will I leave you for so long again. The past runs black, the future blacker. . . . I feel at times I am going mad. I have lost my sanguine hope, my élan, I am an old man, I think at times I have lost you.”

But even though Peary declared upon his return, “I shall never see the North Pole unless someone brings it here. I am done with it,” he could not shake off his desire for the fame that he would achieve as its discoverer. Jo did her best to dissuade him, but he could not help himself, despite his vows. He had to return to the Arctic. “You are right dear, life is slipping away,” he told her, “but there is something beyond me, something outside of me, which impels me irresistibly to the mark.” And so Jo accompanied him again, but only for a summer attempt in 1897 to recover a giant meteorite at Cape York. Peary’s success in securing it also secured his and Jo’s financial future, when in 1909 she sold it to the American Museum of Natural History for the equivalent of $640,000 in today’s money.

Jo would not return to the Arctic when Peary embarked on his projected five-year “siege” of the Pole in 1898, with the assistance of his newly formed cadre of wealthy backers incorporated as The Peary Arctic Club. She was pregnant again. But when she received word from the 1899 relief ship that her husband had lost most of his toes to frostbite, she decided that she must fetch Bert back once again and for all. She was free to go; her infant daughter had lived only seven months. She sailed with Marie on the Windward in the summer of 1900. When she arrived at Payer Harbor on the shores of Ellesmere Island, she found that Bert was 250 miles farther north than the ship could penetrate. But she soon made another discovery that was far more disturbing.

In 1885, even before he had ever seen the Arctic, Peary had written in his diary: “It is asking too much of masculine human nature to expect it to remain in an Arctic climate enduring constant hardship, without one relieving feature. Feminine companionship not only causes greater contentment, but as a matter of both mental and physical health and the retention of the top notch of manhood it is a necessity. . . .

Let white men take with them native wives, then from that union may spring a race combining the hardiness of the mothers with the intelligence and energy of the fathers. Such a race would surely reach the Pole if their fathers did not succeed in doing it.

Jo was staggered not only to find that he had acted on his own advice and taken an Inuit mistress, “a creature scarcely human,” but that he had also fathered a child by her, when Allakahsingwah, with innocent pride, showed her the son of Pearyaksoah. That the boy had lived while her own girl had wasted and died was almost too much for her to bear. “These are the darkest days of my life,” she confided to a sympathetic fellow passenger. She then poured out her grief, horror, and anguish in a twenty-six-page letter that she planned to leave for her absent husband when the ship sailed: “To think she has been in your arms, has received your caresses, has heard your lovecries—I could die at the thought. . . . You gave me three years of the most exquisite pleasure that can be had; after that the pleasure was pretty evenly divided with the pain until now it is all pain, except the memory of what has been.”

But the Windward did not sail. She was caught in the ice for the winter. When Peary was returning to Payer Harbor the following spring, he encountered two Inuit on the way north. He was surprised to learn that a ship was in Payer Harbor and shocked to be told that “Mitty Peary” was on board, as he knew nothing of the death of his second child. Then they handed him a copy of Jo’s letter. After he had read it, he hesitated for several days, timing his arrival at the ship for his birthday, May 6, so as to soften the blow that he knew was coming.

Jo sailed that summer aboard the Windward, leaving her husband to his ambition. When she returned the next year, he had not only failed again, but also seemed crushed in spirit as well as impaired permanently by the loss of his toes. But once home, he started to plan yet again for one final chance to “make good.”

In 1901, Jo had authored a children’s book, The Snow Baby, about the birth of her child in the “Snowland” inhabited by the “strange little brown people.” It also included the adventures of “Miss Bill,” a twelve-year-old Inuit who accompanied her to the United States and lived with the Pearys in New York for a year. It outsold any of her husband’s weighty narratives about his expeditions to the Arctic, and she followed this achievement in 1903 with a second book for young readers, Children of the Arctic, which also did well.

It seemed that Jo had finally resigned herself to her secondary position in Peary’s personal universe, or perhaps she came to realize that as long as his ambition remained unfulfilled, her dreams would have to wait. But her daughter took up where she had left off by writing him a letter:

My dear, dear Father,

Of course I know the papers are not always right, but I read that the Peary Arctic Club are trying to get your consent to go north again. I think it a dog’s shame. . . . I know you will do what pleases mother and me, and that is to stay with us at home.

I have been looking at your pictures . . . and I am sick of looking at them. I want to see my father. I don’t want people to think me an orphan.

Please think it over.

Your loving,

Marie

Neither his daughter’s pleading nor even the birth in 1903 of his much-desired son, Robert Emil Peary, could keep him at home, however. His millionaire backers provided him with a specially built ice-ship, the Roosevelt, with which Peary was sure he would succeed. He left once more for the Arctic in 1905. While he was away, Jo worked hard to secure for Bert the position that he had always coveted: the Chief of the Bureau of Yards and Docks, the only position in the Civil Engineering Corps that could hold the rank of admiral. She hoped that if he were appointed, he would never return to the Arctic again. But the unexpected vacancy was filled before Bert reappeared. When he did, he had failed again, and had battered his new ship nearly to pieces in the process. In frustration, Jo asked him, “Why don’t you just tell them that you have found [the Pole] and let it go at that?”

“Because there are a hundred ways in which I would be found out,” she said he replied. One thing that Jo may never have found out was that her husband had fathered another child in Greenland, though Peary hinted at it when he wrote her that Allakahsingwah had a new son, “a tall, fine looking fellow.”

Peary’s 1906 claim of the “Farthest North” achieved thus far earned him one last chance. That opportunity came in July 1908 with the blessings of Theodore Roosevelt: “I believe in you, Peary,” said the president while touring his refurbished ship. “And I believe in your success—if it is in the possibility of man.”

When Peary next returned on September 5, 1909, claiming that success on April 6, 1909, he found the world acclaiming Frederick A. Cook as the discoverer of the North Pole instead of himself. Although Cook had only just arrived back from the Arctic on September 1 and was being honored in Copenhagen, Peary’s rival claimed to have reached the Pole on April 21, 1908.

Despite this disappointing news, Jo Peary was ecstatic when she received a telegram from Labrador:

I HAVE THE D.O.P. [A family euphemism meaning “Damned Old Pole”] AM WELL. WILL WIRE AGAIN FROM CHATEAU. BERT.

“I knew it! I knew it!” she cried. “I have been thinking all day that we should hear good news to-day. Oh, I am so glad, so glad!”

“You don’t know what it means to me,” she told a reporter. “Twenty-three years he has been working for this, and during all this time I have just existed, that’s all. Hardly a year of real happiness during all that time have I had because of the worry and anxiety and fear. But it is all over now. No one knows how much my husband has suffered or sacrificed to reach the pole. Many times he has risked his life. The best years of his life have been spent in that frozen country, far removed from every comfort and from everything. It has been his life’s work. He has studied and labored for success, and now that it has come no one can appreciate how happy it makes me.”

Then came the inevitable question about Bert’s rival. “I don’t want to talk about Dr. Cook’s discovery. There has been too much said about that, and I don’t want to comment on it. Whatever I might say would be misunderstood, anyway, and people are so unkind about such things. If he reached the pole ahead of Mr. Peary it makes no difference.

“We shall begin life again when Mr. Peary gets home. I shall not hear of his going north again.”

Privately, however, she did not believe that Cook had won, and referred to him in her letters to Bert only as “that creature.” In October 1907, when it had first become known that Cook had stayed north and would try for the Pole, Bert and she considered it a joke. When they learned more of Cook’s serious preparations for an attempt on the Pole from his backer, John R. Bradley, Peary cried foul. He publicly condemned Cook for usurping “his” Eskimos, dogs, and plans. But it wasn’t long before Peary had even darker thoughts, deciding that his rival’s intention might be to make a false claim to the goal that had evaded his own best efforts for all those years. Soon after Peary reached Labrador, he accused Cook of “handing the world a gold brick.”

The tension between Cook’s announcement and Bert’s telegram was more than Jo could stand. Upon hearing of her husband’s presence in Labrador, she packed the children off to Sydney, Nova Scotia, to greet him personally. She waited impatiently for weeks for him to come down from the North, and when she heard that the Roosevelt was finally approaching, she could wait no longer. When she transferred from the yacht that carried her and the children out to the Roosevelt, Peary received a kiss from Marie and a smart salute from Robert. He immediately retired to his cabin with Jo, and in twenty minutes, emerged in so exuberant a mood that he caught his daughter about the waist and waltzed her around the deck.

Initially, things went badly for Peary in his struggle with Cook. His attacks on his rival made him look like a very bad loser, while Cook’s gentlemanly demeanor in the face of them won the doctor much sympathy. Eventually, however, with the help of Peary’s well-healed and influential backers, Cook’s claim was gradually brought into public doubt. Then the committee of the University of Copenhagen, to which Cook had submitted his “proofs” that he had attained the Pole, rejected his claim, saying they contained no evidence that he had actually reached it. In the meantime, a committee of the National Geographic Society—for self-serving reasons and without much serious scientific consideration—had certified Peary’s claim. To the public, not knowing the lack of rigor exercised by the society’s committee, Peary seemed to have passed the scientific examination that Cook had failed so ignominiously, and was proclaimed the true discoverer of the North Pole.

But although Peary now had his fame, his efforts to discredit Cook had erased most of his own popularity with the public, who considered him an unworthy hero, even if he had won the prize. Cook’s discredit also raised serious doubts in many people’s minds about Peary, whose narrative of his polar conquest had very much in common with Cook’s rejected one. This made some wonder if Peary had any more proof of his achievement than Cook.

Nevertheless, the National Geographic Society’s certification cleared the way for Peary to capitalize on his victory over Cook. In 1910, Peary toured Europe with Jo and Marie—picking up an armload of medals, trophies, and honorary degrees—but his attempt to be retired with the rank of rear admiral led to congressional scrutiny of his polar records and raised serious doubts about his own claim, forever casting a shadow over the honorable name that he so desired.

“No one will ever know how the attack on my husband’s veracity affected him, who had never had his word doubted in any thing at any time in his life,” Jo Peary said. “He could not believe it. And the personal grilling which he was obliged to undergo at the hands of Congress . . . hurt him more than all the hardships he endured in his sixteen years of research in the Arctic regions and did more toward the breaking down of his iron constitution than anything experienced in his explorations.”

For a few years Jo Peary finally got the only thing that she had ever wanted. The couple divided their time between summers at their cottage on Eagle Island in Casco Bay, and winters at their comfortable home in the Cleveland Park neighborhood of Washington, D.C. Book and magazine contracts, lectures, and endorsements netted Peary what would equal millions of today’s dollars, and there was another triumphant foreign tour. But the coming of World War I all but ended public interest in the North Pole and who had discovered it. With the outbreak of hostilities in Europe, Peary devoted himself to preparing America for the coming war effort and took a particular interest in coastal air defenses.

After two years of acute illness, Robert Peary died of pernicious anemia on February 20, 1920. He was buried as a national hero in Arlington and the National Geographic Society erected a monument over his grave identifying it as the resting place of the “Discoverer of North Pole.”

Yet, the questions already raised about the authenticity of his claim persisted and grew more numerous. The opening of Peary’s personal papers in 1984 did not put the doubts and suspicions to rest, as his advocates hoped, but instead proved that Peary had little beyond his bare word to back his assertion that he actually achieved his life’s ambition. All evidence indicated that Peary had taken Jo’s advice: he just said he had discovered the North Pole when his last opportunity to do so was a failure like all the rest. One by one, the hundred ways in which he would be found out came to light. But Jo always believed. Her life had been so wedded to her husband’s ambition, what else could she do? To think otherwise would have made all of her sacrifices in vain. After her husband’s death, Jo retired from public life and was rarely seen, but stood ever ready to defend him from behind the scenes whenever his reputation or deeds were questioned.

One of her last public acts, in 1955, was to give the taffeta flag that she had made for him in 1898 to the National Geographic Society in recognition of its steadfast friendship. Peary had kept it wrapped around his body on his expeditions—except to clip bits from it to mark significant milestones in his career, including a long diagonal swatch left at the spot that he claimed to be the North Pole. At age ninety-two, and with less than a year to live, Jo Peary was too frail to make the presentation herself, so her daughter did the honors. “I always have felt that my father would never have discovered the North Pole if it hadn’t been for mother,” Marie told the society’s officers. “She could have said, ‘We are only young once; why should we be separated?’ ”

Jo had said that—many times. “Life is almost over,” she had often told Bert, “and we have missed most of it.” But he never listened.

Life was nearly new, however, when she wrote My Arctic Journal, and all Jo’s regrets were still in that unknown future, which she had written about on the shores of Inglefield Gulf in 1893. She was then only thirty and by the side of a man whom she loved with great passion, and for whom she would have sacrificed much, and, as it turned out, did sacrifice nearly everything to Peary’s peculiar ambition.

In the hundred years since her book was last in print, much has changed about the world’s view of her husband, but Jo Peary’s story endures. It is one of steadfast loyalty and faithfulness despite everything that was still to come—or that slipped away, unexperienced.

ROBERT M. BRYCE

Monrovia, Maryland

March 2001

Robert M. Bryce is the author of Cook & Peary: The Polar Controversy Resolved. He is widely regarded as the leading authority on the controversy surrounding the rival claims of Frederick Cook and Robert Peary to have been the first man to reach the North Pole. He has been a scholar of the subject for more than twenty-five years and has studied extensively the personal papers of each of the explorers. During research for his book, Mr. Bryce read all of the extent letters of Josephine D. Peary at the National Archives in Washington, D.C. He also read the surviving portions of her original 1891–1892 diary, on which My Arctic Journal is based, which are part of the Peary Family Collection housed there. Mr. Bryce has previously written the introductions to Cook’s My Attainment of the Pole, Peary’s The North Pole, and Matthew Henson’s A Negro Explorer at the North Pole, all available from Cooper Square Press.
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