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The steamship bearing the body of thirty-six-year-old Elisha Kent Kane arrived in New Orleans on February 23, 1857, after having been seen off in Havana—where he had succumbed to a long-weakened heart—by a solemn procession of some eight hundred Cubans, Americans, and other foreigners, led by the governor of the island. In the Louisiana port, the ship was met by a host of dignitaries, and the coffin transferred under military escort to the city hall, where it lay in state before being carried by twelve pallbearers, accompanied by members of the Masonic Order, the Sons of St. George, various civic organizations, diplomats, and elected officials, past a hushed throng of some six thousand persons, to another waiting vessel for the long and winding journey up the Mississippi and then the Ohio and on from there by train to its final stop in Philadelphia—an odyssey lasting four weeks and passing through thirteen states, making it the largest and most elaborate funeral procession the country had thus far witnessed.

Along this route “whenever it was possible the attempt was made by the people to give expression to the respect which the lofty character and ennobling services of the deceased had excited.”1 The turnout was astonishing. Clustered on the wooded riverbanks, large crowds came to stare and bow their heads reverently to the passing ship and its precious cargo. In death, as in life, the spirit of Kane remained in constant motion, ever seeking new worlds to conquer, ever fascinating. In Louisville and Cincinnati, the Woodruff tied up at the wharf, and thousands more—rich and poor alike—turned out downtown to pay their respects, showing how wide a range of Americans had been touched by Kane's courageous and audacious exploits.2 Speech after speech lauded this beloved hero, who had reached places on earth never before visited by humans and survived unspeakable hardship to return to tell his tale. Flowery encomiums from all over the country hailed his ‘indomitable courage, his untiring zeal, his enthusiastic love of science, and his sympathy for the suffering.”3

After being taken by rail to Ohio's state capital, Columbus, where so many mourners attempted to cram inside the senate chamber that half of them had to be turned way, Kane's body continued its way by train and boat eastward, on to Philadelphia. During its stopover in Baltimore, “the streets were walled with people, whilst windows, balconies and rooftops were occupied by spectators” in the largest public grieving in the city's history. Early on the morning of March 12, the day the funeral train arrived in his hometown, the streets were oddly quiet, flags hung at half-mast and black bunting adorned shop fronts and windowsills. Before noon the crowd outside Independence Hall had massed so densely that late arrivals could not get anywhere near the doors. They had to crane their necks to catch a glimpse of the entourage bearing Kane's flag-draped casket as it moved slowly atop a black-domed funeral car, drawn by six black horses, toward the soaring Corinthian columns of the Second Presbyterian Church and the nearby cemetery that was to be his final resting place. The eulogy was delivered before a hushed gathering by a fellow Mason from New York, E. W. Andrews, who spoke for over an hour, recounting the legendary feats of moral courage, scientific discovery, and sheer daring that had distinguished Kane's short but extraordinary life—from descending by rope into the crater of an active volcano in the Philippines, to saving the life of a Mexican general, to braving the subfreezing temperatures of the Arctic in search of Sir John Franklin and his men, to discovering the long-dreamed-of “Open Polar Sea”; Andrews paid fulsome homage to Kane's physical and mental energy—“a capacity for labor—a power of endurance—a resoluteness of purpose and an iron will, such as the stoutest and strongest, the Goliaths of earth, have rarely shown.”4


Not until the death of Abraham Lincoln eight years later would there be another such national outpouring of grief. Without exaggeration, it could be said that America had lost one of its most illustrious and most admired sons—a man whose deeds and character epitomized all that the country aspired to be. But who was this young doctor from Philadelphia, of diminutive stature and frail constitution, and why had his life and death touched millions so deeply? And why is he all but forgotten today? To answer these questions, one has to go back to the era that produced Kane and understand what it longed for in its heroes.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the United States was like a giddy teenager going through an awkward growth spurt. Over the previous decade its population had swelled by nearly 36 percent, reaching twenty-three million. The growth of factories in New England was spurring a transition from agriculture to manufacturing, with both sectors now producing roughly the same amount of income. In terms of wealth, the new nation was rapidly closing the gap with major European powers like England and Germany. Geographically, the United States had expanded westward all the way to the Pacific, gobbling up huge territories that added over a million square miles to its dominion—more than the total area of Western Europe, including Scandinavia—thus fulfilling its Manifest Destiny. But, despite all these material gains, America remained internally divided, insecure, and uncertain about its place in the world. Long-simmering tensions over slavery were coming to a head, with newly acquired Western territories turning into battlegrounds for deciding the nation's racial makeup. Whether or not the nation could remain united was now an open question: most people still used the plural form in referring to their country, as in “The United States were developing rapidly.”5 Diplomatically, the government had declared its right to dominate the Western Hemisphere under the Monroe Doctrine, but it had not yet promulgated a vision for dealing with the wider world. For the time being, the young republic was too self-preoccupied to do that. It was an optimistic age, but also a perilous one, as many fundamental issues had still to be resolved and there was little agreement about how to go about building the future.

The United States was by no means alone in achieving tremendous domestic progress and economic growth while, at the same time, being beset by political and international conflicts. In countries like England, France, Denmark, Holland, and Germany, industrialization had widened the gap between rich and poor and created resentment and demands for reform. In 1848, revolutions occurred in several European states, with two monarchies being overthrown and serfs freed in Austro-Hungary. The Congress of Vienna (1814) had created a durable framework for order and peace in the aftermath of the Napoleonic wars, but national rivalries and territorial ambitions persisted. As so often happens, beleaguered and unpopular governments looked for ways to divert unhappy subjects from challenging their authority by cultivating patriotism and national pride. Overseas exploration and colonization served this need well. Planting the flag on distant shores attested to a country's collective will, prowess, and courage. Foreign conquest gave military forces a chance to hone their skills and display their might. Far-flung empires raised a nation's profile and made its people feel superior. “Surplus” population—unfortunates left out of the Industrial Revolution—could be siphoned off to these faraway lands to reduce unemployment and unrest at home. Concomitantly, undeveloped corners of the world promised new raw materials, trade partners, and investment prospects. In addition, bringing “civilization” to “less advanced” peoples fulfilled a moral imperative to “enlighten” less fortunate peoples and help them advance. All this could be accomplished without risking the kind of devastating internecine war that had ravaged the Continent during the century's early decades. Thus, starting with England's opium wars in China in the 1830s, a New Imperialism informed the foreign policies of many European countries. In intent as well as in consequence, this ideology mirrored the expansionist impulse that was propelling frontiersmen, farmers, and cavalry troops over the Rocky Mountains.


For ambitious, adventuresome, and able-bodied young men, the conquering and settling of new lands brought enticing opportunities to prove themselves, make good money, widen their horizons, and escape a humdrum and often impoverished life. With their formidable navy and prosperous economy, the British had taken the lead in dispatching missions to the Far East and elsewhere.

Among the places that caught their eyes early on were the largely unexplored polar caps. These regions had fascinated Europeans as far back as the days of the ancient Greeks and the Vikings. During the more recent Age of Discovery (which commenced with Columbus's voyages to the New World), English explorers had searched in vain for a Northwest Passage that would provide a shorter commercial route to the Pacific. Sea journeys by the Italian John Cabot, Henry Hudson, William Baffin, and Martin Frobisher had probed the periphery of the Arctic and aroused popular curiosity about what might lie beyond. Some had envisioned vast (mineral) riches, others a “lost civilization” and tropical paradise at the top of the world.6 (Leading geographers reasoned that the North Pole would be free of ice and warmer than anywhere else because the sun shone constantly there for part of the year.) Early in the nineteenth century, English fascination with this fanciful hyperborean realm was rekindled, largely thanks to the efforts of an old China Hand and colonial administrator named Sir John Barrow.

Barrow—an accomplished painter, cartographer, diplomat, and travel writer, as well as a founder of the Royal Geographical Society—had been appointed Second Secretary to the Admiralty in 1804 and happily held that position for the next forty years. Once the wars with France had ended, he realized that the Royal Navy had lost its raison d’être: hundreds of still-commissioned warships were bobbing at their moorings, their crews idle or demobilized, many of their officers forced into retirement, and the remaining ones dispirited, with no prospect of making a good career at sea.7 (Indeed, British men-o’-war would not take part in any major battles between 1827 and 1914.) When a whaling captain reported in 1817 that Arctic waters along the coast of Greenland had been unusually free of ice the previous two years, Barrow jumped at the idea of sending ships northward to search—once again—for the fabled Northwest Passage, and perhaps even reach the North Pole. After having caught a tantalizing glimpse of the fogbound Far North from the deck of a whaler when he was only in his teens, Barrow had contracted an incurable dose of “Arctic fever.”8 Now he was convinced that the earth was entering a warming phase, and that this was thus a propitious moment for voyages into the unknown.9 As a contemporary of his would write a few years later, Barrow hoped to revive “that bold and masculine spirit of discovery which, disdaining danger, seeks to extend the knowledge and dominion of man to the utmost limits of the globe he inhabits.”10 In the past, the British people had “derived much glory…from such enterprises; and it is in some sort a national duty to foster them—conducing, as they do, not merely to the extension of knowledge, but also to the life and energy of the national character.” Unfortunately, the ships dispatched by the Admiralty in 1818 encountered conditions much less favorable than those they had expected. One party—with one vessel commanded by David Buchan, the other by Lieutenant John Franklin—found ice in June already clogging the waters around the island of Spitsbergen, off the northernmost coast of Norway. Buchan's ship, HMS Dorothea, was trapped after going only thirty miles further north. The Scottish lieutenant then gave up and headed back to England, with a frustrated Franklin reluctantly trailing along in his wake. Meanwhile, another expedition, this one led by John Ross, crept up along the eastern coast of Baffin Bay, also in search of the Northwest Passage, but had to turn back when Ross spotted what he mistakenly took to be a mountain range blocking his way. It turned out to be only a mirage.

Neither expedition had made any significant discoveries, but, thanks to Barrow's felicitous pen, their adventures were soon added to the pantheon of heroic British Arctic narratives stretching back more than two centuries. In a volume he published that very same year, A Chronological History of Voyages into the Arctic Regions, Barrow reminded his readers of their illustrious seagoing tradition, noting that even these recent failures could not detract from the courage and fortitude they had exhibited in increasing knowledge about this mysterious part of the planet.11 In so linking the legendary feats of yesteryear with the relatively modest ones of his own day, Barrow set a hagiographical tone for later books about polar explorers, encouraging his contemporaries to think of their era as more momentous than they might have felt it was—to soar in their minds and hearts higher and further, as brave seafarers were doing in Arctic waters. Much like Antonio in Shakespeare's The Tempest, he urged them to embrace a greater destiny by believing that “What's past is prologue.”

More in love with this mystique than interested in the actual facts, a British public hungry for heroes in a dull and listless time responded to this appeal with great enthusiasm. They snatched up copies of Barrow's book and became mesmerized by the fate of polar expeditions that had set sail after Buchan's and Ross's ships. When William Edward Parry, who had accompanied Ross on his fruitless journey through Baffin Bay, returned to the Arctic the following year to “clear up the Ross fiasco,” he kept a journal.12 When he was preparing this account for publication, Parry thought about emulating Barrow and including a summary of earlier Arctic expeditions to immodestly point how his one voyage had surpassed the “repeated exertions of two centuries” in locating the likely entrance to the Northwest Passage.13 But space limitations prevented him from doing so. Despite Parry's leaden, career officer's prose, the public was “thrilled” by his richly illustrated depiction of dodging huge icebergs, “warping” (hauling) his two ships through channels in the ice, observing dazzling auroras, groping through blinding snowstorms, and shooting walruses, polar bears, musk ox, and white whales.14 Readers were predisposed to fill in the blanks in his account with their own vivid imaginings of what the Arctic must be like. (So were artists like the German Caspar David Friedrich, whose dramatic rendering of one of Parry's ships heeled over and crushed by massive ramparts of ice—Das Eismeer—was so unsettling that it went unsold until after Friedrich's death.) Evincing the same insatiable appetite, the British public devoured hundreds of newspaper articles about the ships dispatched northward by the Admiralty during the next two decades—twelve expeditions all told. Arctic devotees read whatever books they could get their hands on, went to plays, visited art exhibitions, and attended lectures, almost compulsively absorbing all the drama and romance the Far North had to offer.15 Neither the explorers’ frequent failures nor the severe deprivation they suffered could dampen this public ardor.

If anything, the descriptions of horrendous Arctic conditions only increased readers’ fascination. Dealing with such an implacably hostile environment connected these explorers with a long tradition of stoic perseverance and self-sacrifice in British legend and history, going back as far as Arthurian knights and exemplified more recently by the death of Lord Nelson at Trafalgar. Polar expeditions honored a “growing belief in the Englishman's ability to survive anywhere and to triumph over any adversity through faith, scientific objectivity, and superior spirit.”16 Hardship and pain were the explorer's inseparable companions, the test of his mettle. As modern-day fables, these Arctic adventures mattered more for what they attempted than what they actually attained. For in the striving character was revealed, and character—British character—was what really mattered. The various reasons put forth as official justification for further exploration—charting a trade route to the East, hunting for whales, reaching the Open Polar Sea, compiling information about wind currents, temperatures, and astronomical phenomena, mapping the coastlines, attaining a new Farthest North or reaching the Pole itself—appeared to be means for achieving that greater end.17

The public perceived the Arctic explorer as a romantic figure who fulfilled its need for larger-than-life heroes. Regardless of whether he succeeded or failed, he was idealized. But fame brought him concrete rewards as well. His exploits were a highly marketable commodity, with booksellers lining up to offer him contracts. For example, the eminent London publisher John Murray II forked over one thousand guineas—over $100 thousand in today's money—for the rights to print Parry's journal. (Murray had a keen eye for profitable romantic tales, having published wildly popular works by Walter Scott, Jane Austen, and Washington Irving. A few years before, his edition of Byron's Prisoner of Chillon and Other Poems had sold seven thousand copies in just one week.) An admiring Parliament offered Parry £5 thousand—or about $500 thousand now—in prize money if he made it as far as 110 degrees west longitude in his quest for the Northwest Passage. (Shortly after his return from this voyage, the explorer was also promoted to the rank of commander and made a Fellow of the Royal Society.) In addition to the government, there were plenty of wealthy individuals eager to bankroll Arctic explorers—newspaper editors, lecture-circuit promoters, philanthropists, and industrialists alike.

In this molding of the public hero, the man and his image often became separated. The explorer's flaws and shortcomings were overlooked. When the British government was searching for an experienced officer to head an expedition tasked with completing the mapping of the Northwest Passage in 1845, Sir John Franklin lobbied hard for this assignment: he considered it practically his birthright to take on this mission since he had already served with distinction on two previous Arctic expeditions. (Franklin was drawn back to the Far North as much by the tantalizing prize of twenty thousand guineas promised the first ship to reach the storied Polar Sea as by a desire to restore his reputation after having been fired as British governor of Van Diemen's Land—present-day Tasmania.) However, he had several glaring deficiencies. For one thing, Franklin was fifty-nine years old and had been in the Royal Navy for some forty-six years, putting him way above the normal retirement age. For another, he hadn't commanded a ship at sea in over a quarter century. Physically, Franklin did not make a reassuring impression: he was short, portly, nearly bald, and weighed over 210 pounds. His fleshy jowls sagged, and his bald pate made him look more like a retired vicar than a naval commander. His soulful gaze suggested an almost feminine sensitivity: he was wont to react squeamishly when dogs or other animals were mistreated due to the “wanton and unnecessary cruelty” of their masters.18

In fact, while representing the Crown in Van Diemen's Land, Franklin had passed the first law prohibiting such abuse there and had tried to reform the island's barbaric penal colony.19 When, a few years earlier in the Arctic, his party had been attacked by a group of Inuit, Franklin had told his men not to harm them, lest that only make matters worse.20 He would not tolerate cursing. He was so kind-hearted he could literally not kill a fly. During an ill-fated 5500-mile trek through the Canadian wilderness, when his men were nearly driven mad by swarms of sand flies biting them so fiercely that their faces had streamed with blood, the deeply religious Franklin had been observed gently blowing the “half-gorged” offending insects from his hands so he could continue taking observations, declaring with Buddhist equanimity that “the world is wide enough for both.”21 Yet he was a man who had left his first wife on her deathbed—albeit at her urging—rather than miss out on a chance to lead another overland expedition, this time to Baffin Bay. Franklin was certainly not a Lord Nelson, even if he had once served on a ship next to Victory at Trafalgar. (The only thing he had lost during that epic battle was some of his hearing.) Although still in reasonably good health for a man of his age, Franklin had never fully recovered from his harrowing misadventures while mapping the northern Canadian coastline some two decades before: he had fallen into an icy river and nearly drowned; his party had endured exceptionally cold weather; and they had so little to eat that they had to dig deer carcasses out of the snow and scrape putrid marrow from inside the antlers.22 Franklin had lost eleven of his nineteen men on that trip, most as a result of starvation.23 But none of these factors led the Admiralty to conclude he wasn't really the right man for the job. He had had Arctic experience—even it was mainly experience of disaster—and that was what counted the most. In the eyes of the public, Franklin was famous for being “the man who ate his boots”—along with lichens and rotten deerskin—and this sobriquet had earned him a great deal of admiration. When he finally returned to England from that inland expedition, he was embraced as a celebrity, promoted to captain, and elected to the Royal Society.24 The lengthy journal Franklin had kept, detailing his travails and close calls with death, was—like William Parry's—turned into a bestselling book. Some called it “the greatest epic of all.”25 Thanks to it and detailed newspaper accounts, the British public became swept up in a “blind enthusiasm” for dramatic Arctic adventures.26 After successfully completing a third trip to the Arctic, in September 1827, Franklin was knighted by William IV and hailed as the foremost explorer of his day. His name was on everyone's lips.

Franklin's primary purpose in 1844 was to fill in the contours of the last stretch of uncharted Canadian coastline by navigating all the way through the Northwest Passage to the Pacific. To carry out this task he was given two polar-seasoned and newly outfitted sailing vessels—Erebus (named, somewhat ominously, for a dark region in the Greek underworld) and Terror (which had fired its cannon at Fort McHenry, thus helping to inspire Francis Scott Key to write the “Star-Spangled Banner”). The two ships sailed from Greenwich on May 19, 1845, and reached Baffin Bay without incident in August. Early the next month they were spotted southwest of Greenland, sailing in warm weather, surrounded by hundreds of icebergs.27 Other sightings were reported much further north.28 But afterward there was no more news of Erebus and Terror. For two years there was an unsettling silence. None of the two hundred tin cylinders crew members were supposed to have thrown overboard with papers marking the ships’ route were found.29 Some observers worried, but others said there was no cause for concern: Franklin had planned to remain out of touch through the fall of 1847.30

But by November fears were mounting. The Admiralty announced that it was sending three parties across the Atlantic to look for the missing Franklin and his men—one, by sea, up the Bering Strait, another into Baffin Bay, and a third overland to the mouth of the Mackenzie River. But these expeditions turned up nothing. It was if Erebus and Terror and all 129 officers and men on board had vanished into the mists. The lack of any communication from Franklin, or news about his fate, grew increasingly troubling. Franklin's formidable second wife, Lady Jane, now took up his cause with the tenacity of a female bulldog. She wrote hundreds of letters—to kings, presidents, and other heads of state—begging them to help in the search for her husband. She scolded the Admiralty for dragging its feet. She pressed her case in public, displaying a panache that few women of her day possessed. With great adroitness and emotional force, she reminded political and naval leaders of their duty to the missing men, appealing to their sense of chivalry.

Touched by her plight and persistence, the American and British governments dispatched more ships to the Arctic to continue the search. Parliament announced a reward of £10 thousand for any word of the Franklin ships (and another ten thousand for discovering the Northwest Passage). The retired New York shipping magnate Henry Grinnell was so moved by her impassioned letter to President Zachary Taylor that he donated most of his fortune to finance further rescue missions. Lady Franklin herself used up almost all of her own money to finance seven voyages (and was disinherited by her father for doing so).31 She put up a reward to whaling ships for any news of her husband. And still the search parties found no traces of Erebus and Terror. Over the ensuing dozen years, more than thirty rescue expeditions set out, from England and the United States, to find out what had happened to the missing men, in the most extensive and prolonged operation of this kind ever mounted. Governments spent some $4 million on rescue efforts (equivalent to $80 million today) between 1848 and 1854 alone.32 At times the Arctic waters were so crowded with rescue ships that they could signal to each other with flares or balloons, and their officers exchange courtesy visits.33

Many people back in England—like the resolute Lady Franklin—held out hope that at least some of the officers and crew were still alive, perhaps being taken care of by local Inuit on some remote island. Unfortunately, the would-be rescuers had only a few clues and theories about where the ships might have gone and thus where to look, and the Arctic was a vast, little-charted, and unpredictable region. Like eager Good Samaritans leaping into the surf to save a drowning person, the rescue ships themselves often became trapped in the ice and had to be rescued. All too often their quests ended in disaster. Some ships were crushed and sank. Sailors succumbed to diseases, starved, froze, and fell to their deaths at the bottom of yawning crevasses. And yet the ships kept coming, all to no avail. It wasn't until 1850—some six years after Erebus and Terror had disappeared over the horizon heading toward North America—that some traces of the lost expedition turned up. A massive mound of six hundred empty food cans, along with some sledge tracks, and three graves, was discovered on Beechey Island, west of Baffin Bay. But only in 1857, after the two crews and officers had been missing for thirteen years, did a party funded by Lady Franklin come upon more remains and a document stating that Sir John had perished in 1847, also providing more hints at the fate of the surviving members of his party. It was not the complete story, but it was enough for the British government, the British public, and even Franklin's long-suffering wife to accept there could no longer be any hope. The Franklin expedition—every last man—was dead. It was time to move on.

But what had kept the public's attention so riveted on this one lost party for so long—beyond the point where could be a realistic hope of the crew and officers still being alive? Clearly, the mystery surrounding their disappearance exercised a powerful tug on the public's imagination. Much like the fate of the aviatrix Amelia Earhart or, more recently, the Malaysian airliner that plunged without explanation into the Indian Ocean in 2015 have engrossed millions in recent times, so were people in the 1850s captivated by the puzzle of how so many men could disappear from the face of the earth. The British Empire had not suffered the loss of so many sailors since the Battle of New Orleans, in 1815. Like all who served in uniform, the Franklin party embodied the nation's pride and eminence: they had been fully expected to succeed in their quest to complete the Northwest Passage and add to their country's glorious maritime tradition. This expedition—amply supplied with food and other amenities, utilizing state-of-the-art ships sheathed in iron to protect their hulls, and equipped, for the first time, with coal-powered steam engines to barrel through the ice—was the most advanced ever to head to the Far North. Franklin and his men also had a thirty-year history of British exploration in the Arctic to draw upon. So their apparent loss came as a great shock. Instead of achieving one of the greatest feats of navigation, “the romantic and heroic idea of the British Navy in all its power overcoming Nature at her harshest had suddenly been reduced to the pathetic image of Francis Crozier [Franklin's second-in-command] leading the gaunt and diminishing remnants of a great expedition along the barren shores of an Arctic island.”34

Furthermore, those who die so inexplicably affect us deeply because their fate touches upon our worst fears of what our own demise might be like—expiring all alone, without anyone at our side or ever knowing what has happened. Anxiety about the Franklin party's fate was intensified by the fact that their ships had literally gone off the grid, into a forbidding and unexplored part of the world, as alien in the nineteenth century as the surface of Jupiter is today. What the Arctic was actually like was one of the last great, unsolved questions about the earth's geography. This empty space on maps had been filled with wild conjecture: perhaps some “lost tribe” of humans lived there, basking on idyllic tropical isles; perhaps there were mountains filled with mineral riches; perhaps the pole was surrounded by a gigantic hole, plunging into the bowels of the earth and coming out at the other side—a theory that more than half the members of the US Senate and President John Quincy Adams had deemed worth investigating.35 If they had reached the Open Polar Sea, the Franklin party might well have gone on to the heart of this mysterious Ultima Thule and wrested away its long-kept secrets. If so, then the missing sailors likely possessed information that would change forever how human beings thought about their planet—like the first photographs of the earth taken on the surface of the moon. Just having the courage to venture so far made the Franklin party heroic, even if they had failed to reach their goal.

Vicariously, the rest of the Western world traveled with them. One of the salient traits of this Second Age of Exploration was public curiosity about the Other—the bizarre, wild, exotic, dangerous, and unimaginable lands (and peoples) lying outside the pale of civilization that were then being visited for the first time. Because of the wide availability of newspapers and affordable books in the nineteenth century, ordinary people could closely follow what these explorers had seen and experienced. A prominent instance was James Riley's Sufferings in Africa—a grim tale about American merchant sailors who were shipwrecked off the coast of western Africa in 1815 and then enslaved by Arabs. This book became the first “bestseller” in America, making a lasting impression on readers such as the young Abraham Lincoln.36 Such riveting, true-life narratives responded to a longing for adventure and escape from mundane life in the United States and Europe.

The ordinariness of the heroes did not diminish their popularity. If anything, this made them even more admirable. If Franklin had to resort to chewing on his boots, this act revealed not his desperation but his plucky resourcefulness. In fact, the term “pluck” came to signify the most admired quality of the polar explorers—especially for those who were English. It compensated for their shortcomings and mistakes. “Pluck” was also a character trait that many readers could relate to—unlike great courage or stamina. The Everyman aspect of figures like Franklin endeared them to their audiences by making them seem more plausible and abundantly human. After his exhausted party finally pitched their tents on an island in the Beaufort Sea, in far northern Canada, in mid-August of 1826, becoming only the second band of Europeans to traverse the rapids of the Mackenzie River, Franklin took out the silk Union Jack sewn for him by his recently deceased wife, the poet Eleanor Anne Porden, placed it on top of the protruding pole, and then watched silently as the wind set it aflutter. Franklin, whose brief first marriage had been something of a mismatch, wrote later in his journal that he had been nearly overcome with emotion at that moment but checked himself from letting these “natural” and “irresistible” feelings show: “I felt it was my duty to suppress them, and that I had no right, by an indulgence of my own sorrows, to cloud the animated countenances of my companions.”37 This extraordinary self-restraint, the uxorious lament for a lost wife, lying in her grave on the other side of the Atlantic, certainly must have touched the hearts of his readers. The image of Franklin as a kindly and considerate commander who always put the welfare of his men first, who read Dante's descriptions of hell for consolation around a crackling campfire, and who exemplified what Parry described as “Christian confidence in the Almighty, of the superiority of moral and religious energy over mere brute strength of body,” struck a resonating chord in the minds and hearts of his countrymen.38 He was their kind of hero.

So was William Parry, judging by how he presented himself in his books. After his ship Hecla had settled into its winter quarters several hundred miles to the northeast a year before, Parry had stopping keeping his diary because the days were so monotonously uneventful that there was no point in describing them. He would spare his readers a retelling of this interminable boredom—although doing so also enable him to avoid mentioning the complaints from his sailors about their inadequate winter clothing: Parry had neglected to bring along any fur-lined coats. With poor ventilation and clammy moisture inescapable below decks, the men were never able to warm up. To mollify them and enliven the long winter months, Parry mounted diversions. His second-in-command, Lieutenant Henry Parkyns Hoppner, had proposed staging monthly “masked balls,” and these entertainments—performed “without licentiousness,” in keeping with Parry's moral probity—had done the trick. So had plays where sailors in drag had extolled the virtue of their patiently waiting wives. So had the gay observance of all possible holidays, including Valentine's Day, when poems disavowing erotic love were read aloud, to howls of laughter. (“Cupid! Fond of unity / Our boreal community / Defies you with impunity / Your arrows and your bow.”39) So had classes in reading and writing, as well as regular scripture readings, designed to “improve the character of a seaman, by furnishing the highest motives for increased attention to every other duty.”40 So had daily calisthenics on deck in subfreezing temperatures and putting out a newspaper. So had regular inspection and cleaning of quarters. English readers would have approved of Parry's solicitousness about his men's well-being, his improvisation, his rectitude, his discipline, his belief that hardship builds character, his confidence that Englishmen could do whatever they put their minds to, and his piety—not to mention his scoffing at the pleasures of the flesh. His less admirable traits, such as his foolish dream of sailing all the way to China before winter set in, his lack of Arctic experience, his inadequate preparation, his bad decisions, and his prudery, were kept out of the pages of his journal. Although readers could applaud what the explorers had endured, they must have put down books like Parry's with ambivalence. Boldly going where no man had gone before, for the glory of God and country, was uplifting, exciting—and a cause for patriotic pride. But these adventures exacted a heavy toll. Unlike in war, where men died bravely amid a volley of rifles, or marched home to cheering crowds, the Arctic forced would-be conquerors to submit to slow, torturous, and essentially passive suffering. Ships were caught in the ice, stuck there for years, and their crews subjected to frightful conditions over which they had no control. The pattern of becoming surrounded by ice—rendered helpless, at the mercy of unyielding elements—was repeated over and over again. The challenge for polar explorers was, in effect, to stay alive and, by showing “pluck” in the process, reveal their good character. This was a very different sort of heroism than that which the British navy had shown in defeating the French. In the icy and lifeless North, so far from home and country, Lord Nelson's rallying cries of “First gain the victory and then make the best use of it you can” or “Time is everything; five minutes make the difference between victory and defeat” bore no relevance at all.


As expeditions searching for Franklin met the same fate—more men died in the effort to find his party than had been in it—public expectations of what could be accomplished in the Far North gradually diminished. People implicitly acknowledged that Nature in this extremity was not to be conquered, only survived. Victory lay in not giving in, in not being easily defeated. Courage consisted of pushing ahead against invincible forces, not necessarily in defeating them. When Sir James Ross headed south out of Cape Town in 1841, eager to locate the South Magnetic Pole and earn his nation's applause, he came a cropper when his two ships—later to be Franklin's—came upon an ice shelf one thousand feet high and seemingly as big as all of France, which “dwarfed their ships, filled their line of vision and blocked their passage to the pole.”41 Ross then had to concede he could no sooner get past this barrier than through the cliffs of Dover. So he turned back.

Being blocked by such barriers suggested that the polar explorers were reaching a point beyond which their will, courage, and ingenuity could not take them. At its geographical extremes, the Other might still be seductively alluring, but fatally so. In attempting to press on, these modern-day adventurers were—like Icarus—vaingloriously reaching too far and thus destined to fail. The lesson recorded in their journals was a cautionary one: man was not superior to Nature. In devouring such Arctic stories, a typical English reader was at once compelled to follow these heroes as they trekked across virgin expanses of snow and made to recoil in horror at the consequences of this decision. In evoking both reactions, the polar narrative presented a new model of manliness. It subsumed defeat by elevating the effort alone to heroic stature. Hardship did build character, and it was this new truism that Alfred, Lord Tennyson celebrated when he was asked to write something for the memorial to Franklin in Westminster Abbey. Here Tennyson finessed the explorer's disappearance and arguably pointless death with these verses:


Not here! the white North has thy bones; and thou,

Heroic sailor-soul,

Art passing on thine happier voyage now

Toward no earthly pole.

That a sorrowful British public could find comfort in these words indicates how much the spirit of Franklin had supplanted Franklin the less-than-superman in their hearts and minds. He was not to be found, the inscription stressed, in the “frozen ice,” but in the “realms of light,” where his faithful widow would be reunited with him. The cult that grew up around the search for him and his men evolved from being obsessed with the rescue of 129 living officers and sailors to wishing to be united with all that Franklin stood for: his “gallantry” and his almost Christ-like “passion” in suffering as he had. As with Jesus, dying assured the explorer's passage to a better world. In their longing to connect with a dead Franklin through a few of his “relics,” his devotees showed that the English romantic temper was still alive and well. Keats had captured this mood deftly in his “Ode to a Nightingale,” written in the spring of 1819. In it the poet confesses he has been “half in love with easeful Death,” tempted by a desire “to leave the world unseen, / And with thee fade away into the forest dim,” to “Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget…The weariness, the fever, and the fret / Here, where men sit and hear each other groan.” This concept of suffering and death as apotheosis would increasingly take hold of the English psyche, as visions of raising the Union Jack on sun-spangled shores gave way to ones of the frozen corpses of Robert Scott and his last two companions sprawled inside a tent in the Antarctic barrens.

However, the sanguine, nationalistic temper of the nineteenth century demanded that this tendency to bow down before “gallant losers” be held in check.42 This was, after all, an age of fierce competition among the nations of Western Europe, with each bent upon staking its claim to dominance. Social Darwinism was a self-fulfilling prophecy, akin to the Protestant ethic: nations “proved” their preordained superiority by their actions on the world stage just as Christians demonstrated that they belonged to God's “elect” by amassing wealth and power. In both contexts, individual character was the wellspring of national exceptionalism. Men—and it was only they, not women, who then counted—attested to the collective vitality and might of a people by passing tests of courage and forbearance. In a time when wars were few and far between, the conquest of new seas and lands provided the best chance for them to demonstrate masculine virtue and be acclaimed for doing so.

So ambitious young Englishmen sensed this opportunity and seized it. Robert Scott was not the first or the last naval officer to realize that being the first to reach one of the poles would assure his promotion and successful military career. Older men at the top encouraged this kind of thinking. Chief among them, Clements Markham, a former midshipman and long-time president of the Royal Geographical Society, summoned the ghost of King Alfred to exhort a new generation of naval officers to honor their seagoing heritage by planting the Union Jack at the top of the world: “To the people of this country it should have a peculiar charm; for maritime and especially Arctic enterprise, runs, like a bright silver thread, through the history of the English nation, lighting up its darkest and most discreditable periods; and even giving cause for just pride, at times when all other contemporary events would be sources only of shame and regret.”43 For this reason, intrepid explorers like John Franklin, William Parry, James Ross, Elisha Kent Kane, Fridtjof Nansen, Roald Amundsen, Charles Hall, Adolphus W. Greely, Adrien de Gerlache, Robert Peary, Frederick Cook, Ernest Shackleton, and Robert Scott took on larger-than-life importance. The adulation they received was mirrored by the American fascination with Elisha Kent Kane, and his glorification when he died so prematurely. On their success or failure much more was riding than personal ambition and vanity. The flags they carried in their knapsacks would mark the steady advance of nations toward their destinies.

Thus it was essential that the men departing for the Arctic and Antarctic be seen as heroes, regardless of whatever human imperfections they might possess. That was why “moral character” was the trait most desired in the men who volunteered by the thousands to go on these expeditions.44 Entrusted with the lives of their crews, as well as the hopes of their countrymen, leaders needed to have this quality in abundance and maintain their poise and good judgment under duress. They had to command respect and obedience, as well as admiration. They had to help their men adapt to prolonged isolation and hardship.45 They had to make split-second decisions that would decide the fate of the expedition. They had to look after the well-being of their men, show empathy, preserve order, and uphold some semblance of normalcy. They had to personify self-denial, calm forbearance, competence, and confidence. They had to keep their own fears and doubts to themselves and make light of near disasters, as when Ernest Shackleton danced a waltz with Frank Worsley on the deck of the Endurance after their ship had been nipped by floating ice off the Antarctic coast.46 If any in their parties showed signs of cowardice, they had to be weeded out before this “disease” could infect the others—as Lieutenant George Back had done on the shore of Lake Winnipeg, when a Canadian voyageur forester had revealed his “unmanly” and “pusillanimous weakness” by predicting they were all going to starve to death.47 And, perhaps most importantly of all, leaders had to persist—until it was impossible to go on. Only then would they have to let go of their dreams and turn back, as Franklin had had to do reluctantly in August 1826, with winter coming on early in northern Canada, with his men crippled by legs raw, red, and grotesquely swollen from wading through near-freezing water, and with little hope of finding food or firewood anywhere nearby.48 If a leader lacked these crucial traits, the other officers, the scientists, and the ordinary sailors and soldiers would lose faith. They would become disaffected and plot rebellion. They would turn sullen, lapse into despair, and even go mad. Then they would all be lost.

Only truly exceptional men could pass all these tests of polar leadership. Most fell short. Men who had the audacity—or foolhardiness—to leave their homes and families and go off on voyages lasting years in places where survival was doubtful at best were not perfect beings when they set out, and they became less so as time went on and conditions grew dire. Just as the huzzahs of thousands of well-wishers soon faded away, so did their self-confidence dissipate on board an icebound ship or adrift on a floe. The stresses and strains of living in close quarters for so long made crews irritable and despondent. Personal animosities intensified. Expedition leaders became frustrated by the agonizingly slow progress in reaching their goals. Responsible for the men under their command, they were also obligated to the governments and private benefactors who had paid for their voyages. Furthermore, they bore the heavy weight of public expectations on their shoulders. Commanders like Franklin felt pressure to become greater men than they actually were. Expedition leaders had self-serving reasons for living up to such an exalted image, as well. Many of them were monumental egotists, whose entire lives had been dedicated to attaining fame and glory through exploration. When Roald Amundsen succeeded in sailing all the way through the Northwest Passage in 1906 he was fulfilling the “long, long dreams of his youth.”49 Doggedly fanatical in his twenty-year quest to reach the North Pole, Robert Peary regarded accomplishing this feat as his “final bid for immortality.”

Undoubtedly, having such unrelenting drive was the sine qua non of polar success. Unyielding determination could sustain some men through frightful ordeals so that they could set a new Farthest North record where others had to turn back. But intense focus and drive alone were not enough to achieve these triumphs. Explorers first had to pull off the equally daunting tasks of planning, organizing, equipping, supplying, and manning their expeditions—a huge logistical challenge. But before taking that on, they had to raise the funds to pay for their journey. That was even more of a headache. Polar trips were very expensive. For example, in drawing up a proposal for a trans-Antarctic land expedition in 1913, Ernest Shackleton estimated the entire enterprise would cost roughly £50 thousand—equal to £3.8 million, or $5.6 million in today's money. Perennially short of cash, Shackleton could only come up with this amount by attracting a donor who wanted to associate his name with this “last great Polar journey that can be made.”50 (Ultimately, a Scottish jute manufacturer named James Caird agreed to underwrite the expedition—gaining lasting renown when the twenty-three-foot lifeboat named for him brought Shackleton and five of his men safely across the treacherous southern Atlantic to South Georgia Island.) Unless their governments were willing to foot the bill, or they found such a generous private benefactor, polar explorers had to spend considerable time and energy raising money. In essence, they had to market themselves as worthwhile investments. So they had to engage in two kinds of campaigns at the same time—to set new geographical records and to capture the world's attention. The second was just as important as the first because projecting a positive, compelling image was vital to selling the books and giving the lectures that paid for their future expeditions.

To advertise their exploits, explorers often found willing partners in organizations like England's Royal Geographical Society (where Clements Markham almost singlehandedly made heroes out of naval officers like Robert Scott) and in newspaper owners, who promoted death-defying voyages to bolster sales. Foremost among the latter was the eccentric and scandal-ridden publisher of the New York Herald, James Gordon Bennett Jr., one of the wealthiest men in New York City. It was he who, having taken over this newspaper from his father when he was only in his mid-twenties, had devised a scheme to send a mild-mannered correspondent named Henry Morton Stanley halfway around the world to “find” the missionary David Livingstone in “darkest Africa.” Bennett's penchant for headline-grabbing escapades carried over to his bizarre personal life: he reportedly hired editors only if one of his beloved Pomeranians showed a fondness for them, breakfasted exclusively on plover eggs, and once showed up drunk at his fiancée's family mansion and urinated in the fireplace.51

Looking for “new worlds to conquer,” or, rather, new worlds to cash in on, the eccentric Bennett agreed in 1879 to pay for a naval expedition seeking a sea route to the North Pole, led by a dashing Annapolis graduate from New York City, George Washington De Long.52 This thirty-five-year-old lieutenant had shown a flair for the outlandish by, among other things, riding a horse in the Lisbon circus just to win a bet. De Long—who as a boy had become enamored of naval heroes like Admiral David (“Damn the torpedoes!”) Farragut and Frederick Marryat—had impressed Bennett with his courage during a previous voyage to Greenland, when the young officer had rammed an ironclad steam launch through two-foot-thick ice while trying to locate the missing crew of another ship, the Polaris.53 This episode had given De Long a bad case of “Arctic fever,” and—after skeptical navy brass had turned him down—he made a successful pitch to Bennett to finance a “dash” to the pole by ship through the usually ice-blocked Bering Strait. The Herald then drummed up interest in this long-shot expedition through a series of hyperbolic articles trumpeting this expedition as “the event of the century”—America's chance to be the first nation to reach this long-elusive goal.54

Cockily arrayed on the deck of the small, three-masted, and heavily laden USS Jeannette, De Long and his civilian party of thirty-two had sailed out of San Francisco Bay past a huge throng of well-wishers waving their hats and cheering them on as if they were newlyweds embarking on their honeymoon. To make sure the Herald kept readers abreast of their progress, Bennett had arranged for his paper's science editor, an Irishman named Jerome J. Collins, to tag along, take photographs, and send back periodic reports. But these were never written, for the Jeannette became trapped in the ice early in September and then, after drifting aimlessly for nearly two years, was crushed by ice and ignominiously sank. Collins was among the twenty men, including De Long, who starved to death in the Siberian tundra while making a desperate attempt to reach safety.

In dying, De Long—like other polar explorers before and since, including his countryman Elisha Kane—ascended to mythical status in the eyes of his admiring fellow Americans. Here was a daring young commander, full of promise, striving to bring lasting glory to his country. After his death, De Long was memorialized as a courageous leader, “superabundant in joyousness and activity” in emergencies, possessed with a “magnetic power which made him singularly successful in dealing with men and in carrying out the purposes which he conceived”; as an exemplary figure who kept his men in “excellent health and spirits” and sustained their morale on board ship by ordering them to carry out their daily chores with military precision.55 Even in the worst of situations, the crew had gladly and without becoming “disheartened” put their faith in him. De Long “belonged to the men who have cared for great things, not to bring themselves honor, but because doing great things could alone satisfy their natures, and he entered upon the work before him with a single-minded earnestness, and a brave trust in God.” Despite the unrelieved tedium of their long shipboard imprisonment and the crew's mounting despair, he had clung to his naïve belief that “all will come out right” in the end. Throughout the nineteenth century and beyond, this sort of glorification of polar explorers was commonplace. In the words of one Canadian literary scholar, “The explorer in charge of such a noble undertaking took on the sheen of heroism, joining the cadre of what [one historian] terms the ‘secular hagiography’ of Arctic heroes.”56

Such was the sanitized public perception of Arctic and Antarctic explorers that girded their adventures. The explorers themselves contributed to this image-making by the stories they told, the books they wrote, and the one-dimensional personae they helped to construct. Shackleton, for instance, shrewdly chose to name his ship Endurance, adopting his family motto of Fortitudine Vincimus—“by endurance we conquer.” As a result, for all time his name and this manly virtue will remain inseparable. But these stories and images omitted much. The flaws, weaknesses, miscalculations, indecisiveness, selfish motives, self-aggrandizing, and blunders of expedition leaders were concealed to make them appear singularly heroic. For example, the fact that, during one of his Canadian expeditions, Franklin had not laid down caches of food, had brought along ineffectual shotguns instead of hunting rifles, and as a result had to rely on natives for food; that he had had no prior trekking experience and therefore frequently lost his way through the wilderness; and that when his situation was practically hopeless he looked to God and not his own ingenuity to save him and his men—all of these deficiencies were ignored so that the world could see him as a “gallant” and tragic martyr.57

In an age lacking in warfare and military conquest, polar explorers filled a void. Even if their quests were largely symbolic, the public did not care. The heroic spirit they exhibited was the same as the soldiers’, and this was what people in Europe and the United States badly needed to celebrate. Yet, beneath the surface, the disparity between heroic image and cowardly, self-serving deeds continued to grow. As more and more expeditions failed to achieve their aims, as more and more ships were stuck in the ice, as more and more lives were lost, this incongruity would become increasingly difficult to conceal. Either the sordid reality of polar exploration would have to be revealed, or the concept of heroism altered to reflect the unprecedented challenges explorers were facing at the top of the world. In any event, the old definitions of “fame” and “glory” would have to go.
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In the spring of 1880, Arthur Conan Doyle was in the midst of his medical studies at the storied University of Edinburgh when he got wind of an unusual opportunity. A local Greenland-bound whaling ship—one of the last still in operation, portentously named Hope—was badly in need of a physician, as the one that had been recruited, a fellow student of his, had abruptly bowed out. Without a moment's hesitation, Doyle agreed to interrupt his training and sign on.1 This may have appeared to be a snap decision, but it actually reflected a well-developed contrarian streak in his character. Raised in a strict Catholic family and educated by the Jesuits, Doyle had recently left the Church and become an agnostic. His urge to escape from organized religion and his starchy Scottish upbringing was a manifestation of a rebellious spirit that had been fomenting inside him for some time.

Doyle's longing to move away from his roots had been spurred by reading books by his fellow Scot Winwood Reade—a well-to-do historian and explorer who in his youth had flunked out of Oxford and then impulsively sailed for Africa to do exciting things like look for the source of the Nile and then write about his exploits. He would make sense out of the “Dark Continent” as no European had ever done. Along the way he would reinvent himself, free of the stifling influences of British civilization, religion, and materialism.2 Reade did turn his travels into a series of extremely popular books, starting with The African Sketch-Book (1873). At his young and impressionable age, Doyle could easily imagine himself having similar adventures in the frozen North and retelling them in print as a second career. Already in medical school he had tried his hand at writing short stories.

As it turned out, there was little to keep a doctor busy on the SS Hope, and so Doyle spent most of the next seven months conversing with the grizzled captain, one John Gray III, who—because of his position and Victorian class proprieties—had to remain aloof from the crew and, as a result, was desperately in need of someone to talk to. A well-read and curious young doctor could certainly enliven the evenings. So the two of them would dine in Gray's cabin and converse about subjects ranging from Mary Shelley's Frankenstein to the likelihood of war with Russia, while the steam-powered Hope basked in the eerie, perpetual light of the Arctic summer.3 While Doyle enjoyed this sojourn at sea and—as he had hoped—wrote about it after he got home, the dark and unsettling aspect of his extended stay in this alien part of the world also left a lasting impression on his imagination. He had sensed the “melancholy” and feeling of helplessness that arose when the Hope came close to being stuck in the ice. But it was the strange plight of the skipper—how he endured such loneliness for so long, month after month—that haunted him most.

A few years after his return to Scotland, Doyle published a story entitled “The Captain of the Pole-Star.” It was a ghost story, clearly inspired by his stay off the coast of Greenland (and possibly by Melville's Moby-Dick). It told of a whaler surrounded by ice, unable to get near its prey, with food supplies running low, its crew restless and homesick, and its captain maniacally bent, like Ahab, about finishing the job he'd come to do. Suspended in limbo, the sailors on the Pole-Star begin to hear strange “plaintive cries and screams” astern. Two of them insist they have seen a ghostlike figure dressed in white, scurrying across the ice field. Growing fearful, their shipmates want to turn the ship around and head back, but the captain—Craigie—refuses to do so. Instead he “spends the greater part of the day at the crow's nest, sweeping the horizon with his glass.” The men are convinced he has gone mad and plot to put him in irons. The captain's obsession with finding whales only intensifies as the Pole-Star becomes firmly encircled by solid ice and caught in its death-like embrace: “No lapping of the waves now, no cries of seagulls or straining of sails, but one deep universal silence in which the murmurs of the seamen, and the creak of their boots upon the white shining deck, seem discordant and out of place.” Then the captain, too, falls under the spell of this apparition. After catching a better glimpse, he tells the men that this is no ghost, but a real woman. He paces up and down the deck like a caged animal, unable to shake himself of this obsession, which has “brought out all his latent lunacy in an exaggerated form.” When the crew realizes the ship can now break free, Craigie will not listen: he hears only the siren call of the sprite. After staring into the mist one day, he cries out “Coming lass, coming,” jumps over the side of the ship, and races off. When the men go out to look for him, they find the captain dead, lying face down encased in ice, with snow in the shape of a woman whirling around him, and a “bright smile upon his blue pinched features.” After he is buried at sea, the rest of the men return home, their captain's secret concealed with him deep beneath the sea.4

While Doyle's melodramatic portrayal of a sea captain driven insane by his inability to fulfill his ambitions is fictional, it does speak to what he sensed during his voyage with the whaler Hope—namely, how a widening gulf between hopes and intransigent reality could torment the soul. At the perilous and unpredictable poles, madness always hovered on the horizon, waiting for its moment to move in. It did so when this mental tension grew overpowering. Then anyone could succumb. A commander was particularly vulnerable to becoming unstable because—like Ahab—he was deeply committed to achieving his goal. He carried great responsibility, at a great personal cost. The captain was also the one person on whom all the other lives depended: if he broke down the entire crew would be endangered. Symbolically, his going mad implied the breakdown of reason and control. This was the risk inherent in testing the limits of human capabilities, far outside the pale of civilization. That is why literary treatment of the “commander gone amok”—first developed by Melville—resonated so powerfully. Ostensibly, leaders like John Franklin, Elisha Kent Kane, and George De Long were exploring the far reaches of the Arctic wastes to advance science, human curiosity, commercial interests, or territorial aspirations, but at heart they were also furthering their own ambitions. They had the most to gain, and the most to lose. Because of their position, they were also a law unto themselves. But commanders had to disguise such naked ambition, as Victorian mores required. The public would not admire a leader who spoke openly about his selfish motives. Their real reasons for going toward the polar caps could only be discerned by what they did once they got there. Being in charge of an Arctic or Antarctic expedition called for an exceptionally strong ego, able to dismiss these inconsistencies between words and deeds. Otherwise, like Doyle's Captain Craigie, they would go mad.

When the Franklin party did not reemerge from the Arctic long after they were supposed to, the fate of “so many good, gallant, and brave men” became a national obsession:5 newspapers bemoaned their fate, governments organized rescue missions, and dozens of prominent figures stepped forward offering to lead them. But all too often these volunteers were more interested in making a name for themselves than in finding Sir John Franklin or any of his companions. Some came up with truly harebrained schemes for doing so. A man named Shepherd wrote to the Admiralty proposing that he be given a ship to sail northward laden with explosives so that he could blow the ice to smithereens and thus reach the presumably beset English vessels, Erebus and Terror.6 A onetime actor and novice aeronaut, George Gale, offered to soar over the Arctic ice pack in a balloon to locate the missing men.7 (Turned down, he would plunge to his death less than a year later, at Bordeaux.) More experienced Arctic hands like the seventy-three-year-old John Ross also volunteered to lead search parties. Lady Franklin encouraged others to join the rescue effort in haste, without waiting for official backing.8 Although her interest was clearly selfless, those she implored to join the hunt for the missing sailors were not always so high-minded. Tellingly, as was revealed in their journals, many search-party leaders made only perfunctory attempts to discover traces of the Franklin party before turning their attention to finding new routes that might lead to the Open Polar Sea. One such adventurer was Robert Randolph Carter, a twenty-four-year-old Virginia blueblood and recent Annapolis graduate who would later gain notoriety as a Confederate blockade runner.

In 1850 Carter signed on as first officer and navigator on the aptly named Rescue, an American brig purchased and retrofitted for Arctic service by shipping tycoon Henry Grinnell, who was sparing no expense to relieve Lady Franklin's distress.9 Manned by navy crews and officers, this small brig and a larger companion vessel, Advance, were instructed to pick up where the unsuccessful British search had left off. Carter went along on this voyage not out of any compassion for his fellow seamen but because he wanted to play a role in discovering the Northwest Passage—still tantalizing to Arctic mariners long after its commercial potential had evaporated—and the so-called “Polynia,” or polar sea, which was believed to lie just north of it. Looking for Franklin gave him, and, more generally, the US Navy, an excuse to join this wider exploration: Americans were now eager to become “players” in a growing Arctic territorial competition. Carter had been warned by his friends against going (as months on a cramped ship under spartan conditions would not suit him well), but this chance to share in an “achievement most glorious that the annals of the earth could record” was not to be forsworn.10

However, Carter soon became “heartily disgusted” by the “discomforts and vexations” on board and spent most of his time on watch taking potshots at gulls and pining for his fiancée. There was no sign of open sea to the north and west, where the Rescue's captain, Samuel
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Researching a book on polar explorers is another kind of expedition—a long, hard slog through archives and libraries instead of around ice floes and across expanses of windswept snow. While this journey of mine has been far less perilous and far more comfortable, it has had its own share of challenges, which might have proved more daunting without the help I received along the way. I have been fortunate in receiving gracious guidance and good tips from a number of librarians and archivists in tracking down important books and documents I might otherwise have missed. In particular, I would like to thank Naomi Boneham, archivist at the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge, England; Lacey Flint, archivist and curator of Research Collections at the Explorers Club in New York City; Susan Kaplan, director of the Peary-MacMillan Arctic Museum and the Arctic Studies Center at Bowdoin College; Morgan Swan, outreach librarian at the Rauner Library, Dartmouth College; staff at the Archival Center of the Newburyport (Massachusetts) Public Library; and librarians at the American Philosophical Society Library in Philadelphia, as well as the Rare Book and Manuscript Library of Columbia University.

In addition, I would like to thank Beau Riffenburgh, for advice and encouragement along the way; Steven Mitchell and his production staff at Prometheus Books, for shepherding my manuscript into its present form; and my agent, Eric Myers, for being daring enough to take on this work and patient enough to see it through to publication.

Salisbury, Connecticut
March 2018
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