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			Introduction

			For Neil Armstrong, going to the edge meant walking on the moon. For Jane Goodall, the edge meant studying chimps in Tanzania. For Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay, it meant summiting Everest. For Amelia Earhart, it meant circumnavigating the globe.

			So, what is “the edge”?

			Andrés Ruzo thought he knew the answer. A geothermal scientist, Ruzo trekked through the Amazon to chase down the legend of a “boiling river” that once haunted conquistadors. The river was not on any maps, and many believed it to be a myth. When Ruzo discovered this river that boiled—emitting vapors that glowed in the moonlight—he stood at what he thought was the edge. But now those words meant something else entirely. “The world is bigger, more incredible, and more mind-blowing than I could ever have imagined,” says Ruzo. “Awe lies at the edge—the edge is where you find God.”

			If you ask one hundred explorers to define the edge, you’ll get one hundred different answers. This is not an exaggeration, and this is not theoretical. While preparing this book, we asked members of The Explorers Club—the home to the world’s greatest explorers since 1904—to share their own meaning of the edge.

			Over 140 explorers responded. For one mountaineer, the edge means “not knowing if you will live to see tomorrow.” Others view it as an internal challenge. “Pushing my limits taught me resilience,” says Meg Haywood Sullivan. “Growth occurs when challenging the boundaries of emotional security, physical comfort, and the status quo.”

			The edge can refer to the edge of a cliff, the edge of consciousness, the edge of the known world. But almost every edge has one thing in common. “The edge means risk,” says Will Roseman, the Club’s longtime executive director. And it’s the explorer’s job to calculate and manage and minimize risk, weighing the pros and cons of climbing that next ridge. Sometimes the plan goes sideways. And when it does, says Roseman, “It takes all their wits and all their efforts to save themselves from falling off that edge.”

			We’re fascinated by the edge, in part, because it strips away the quotidian aspects of “normal” life, highlighting the most dramatic aspects of exploration. “The edge is the place, one step past what you think you can endure, where humanity is distilled into its strongest stuff,” says Donna Oliver, who, in 1975, became the first woman to solo-winter in the Antarctic Circle.

			This book shares excerpts from letters showcasing this “strongest stuff,” as well as their accompanying stories. Many of these are gripping tales of adventure, yes, but they’re also something more, something deeper, something universal. By seeing how world-class explorers operate at the edge, we can gain insights, instruction, and inspiration for how we can navigate the edges in our own lives.

			For all of us have our own version of the edge. “The edge, to me, is that invisible, theoretical, metaphorical boundary that defines your comfort zone,” says lifelong hiker J. R. Harris. “Some people like to stay at its center, where life is more stable and comfortably consistent. Others, like me, like to explore the periphery, where life is less predictable but more exciting.”

			This book also explores what it’s really like to navigate the edge—with the spotlight on actual flesh-and-blood human beings, not exalted heroes. (Even if these humans are in many ways heroic.) So we’ll get into the grime and the weeds and the muck. “The edge is not always full of glory, like some people may think,” says Jessica Glass, whose letters from the edge include salty details like “New PhD low: fishing in the Seychelles Islands on a researcher’s budget, casting under a bridge at 5:30 a.m. with no luck, as you stand under a sewage pipe that periodically reeks of shit and—best part—sprays sewer water on you.”

			And that brings us to the letters themselves. For millennia, explorers have wandered from their homes and then sent dispatches from afar. These letters have helped us move the needle of human knowledge. Charles Darwin could not write On the Origin of Species, for example, without first traveling to Patagonia, exploring its ecosystem, and then scribbling his thoughts in a series of letters. An explorer’s work isn’t finished when she reaches a new destination or makes a discovery; she needs to somehow share what she’s learned.

			From the Silk Road to rovers on Mars, letters have always told the tale. But they do more than that. Letters give us comfort in the knowledge that the explorer is alive and safe—or warn us when they are not. Letters can be intimate. They provide the benefit of immediacy, giving unfiltered insight into what the explorer was feeling in the moment, whether excitement or fear or despair or wonder. They allow us to clearly hear the voice of the explorer, sometimes in triumph and sometimes from the grave.

			For millennia, letters from the edge were exactly what they sound like: handwritten notes on sheets of paper. Technology changed, but the concept endured. So we’ll widen the scope of “letters” to include all the ways that explorers have captured their thoughts and shared them with the world: email, text messages, field journals, blog posts, ham radio, tweets, scientific studies, fax, telegrams, drawings, data packets from space, and holograms intended to reach the far side of the galaxy.

			Yet, in one final sense, the letters are not really about the far side of the galaxy or even the edge. They have a secret dual purpose. When explorers go to the edge, they’re on a quest to learn something. That could be discovering the South Pole, researching climate change, studying other cultures, or rocketing through space. They share what they’ve discovered, and the world is enriched by that knowledge. Even probes to distant corners of the universe, ultimately, help us better understand Earth’s place in the cosmos. For astrophysicist Gregory Matloff, the edge means that “The universe is huge, and we are tiny. We can’t conquer it, but we can explore it.”

			Going to the edge, paradoxically, is a way to gain perspective at the center. Understanding the edge is a way to understand ourselves.

		

	
		
			1

			 

			The Edge of the Known World

			For much of human history, exploration focused on the edge of the known world. So this is where we begin. In 1921, The Explorers Club’s president, Vilhjalmur Stefansson, sent a team to the Arctic on a three-year mission. It did not go as he had planned; thankfully, we have the letters to tell the tale.

			Flash forward a century. The edge of the known world evolved to mean outer space, so we’ll hear from astronauts on the far side of the moon. And sometimes what’s meant by “the known world” is less obvious. Meg Lowman, for example, discovered an “eighth continent” above our heads, looming over us in the canopy of trees. And finally, the psychologist Donna Oliver, by attempting to solo-winter in the Antarctic, reminds us that even if a place has been “discovered,” we still have much to learn.

			The edge of the known world can mean loneliness, resilience, despair, sacrifice, hope, illumination, and not knowing if you will make it back alive.

		

	
		
			 

			
				The Accidental Explorer

				Vilhjalmur Stefansson and Ada Blackjack

			
			Vilhjalmur Stefansson joined The Explorers Club in 1908, four years after its founding. He served as the Club’s president in 1919, and then once again in 1937. He was a legendary Arctic explorer who was known for deeply appreciating Inuit culture and customs, discovering new Arctic islands, and focusing on scientific pursuits.

			In many ways, Stefansson held a thoroughly modern view of exploration. He would heartily agree with the Club’s current distinction between exploration and adventuring, the latter of which he deplored. “There is absolutely nothing heroic in Arctic exploration,” he wrote, “for exploration, like any other work, is easily resolved into certain simple rules, which, if properly followed, render it as safe and about as exciting as taxicab-driving or a hundred other things which are done in civilization and done without a suggestion of heroism.”

			Stefansson’s record, however, is not without blemish.

			In the 1920s, he wanted to dispel the idea that the Arctic was a scary, dangerous place. He wanted to see people move there. He longed to set up camps and communities and even cities. “I think that anyone with good eyesight and a rifle can live anywhere in the polar regions indefinitely,” he liked to say. He even boasted that “Given a healthy body and a cheerful disposition, a family can now live at the North Pole as comfortably as it can in Hawaii.”

			So in 1921, while serving as president of The Explorers Club, Stefansson had a new idea for an Arctic expedition. He wanted five men to set up camp and live on the desolate Wrangel Island, which is located between modern-day Alaska and Siberia.

			Stefansson had three reasons for this expedition: (1) He wanted to claim the island for Canada or the U.K. (it had been explored before, but now it was abandoned); (2) he thought the island could be a future hub for an aviation base; and (3) it would help prove his theory that the Arctic is as pleasant as Maui.

			To recruit the men whom he would send to the edge, Stefansson wrote a letter outlining the qualities he was looking for:

			
				I am planning a three-year polar expedition. This year I want to send north to a point within the Arctic Circle an advance party, consisting of a Topographer, a Botanist, a Zoologist, a Geologist, and one or two other men.

				My experience has been that generally the younger the man the more readily he adapts himself to northern conditions. For that reason I should prefer to get men just out of college. The chief qualification is temperamental. There should be no tendency to imagine that you are a hero or that it constitutes remarkable hardships to be away from movies and operas for a year or two.

				Moderately good health is desirable. The man should be especially a good walker; his circulation should be at least so good that there is no marked tendency to numbness of hands or feet, and the eyesight should be above the average. No man is useful in mid-winter work in the far north who is not able to get along without glasses…. The wages would be nominal—$1,800 a year. The man should at the very least have specialized as an undergraduate in Botany, Zoology or Geology; preferably he should have had at least a year’s post-graduate work.

				This letter is confidential.

			

			Stefansson did indeed find four men who fit his description. They were ecstatic to be selected. A nineteen-year-old picked to join the mission—the youngest of the bunch—wrote to his parents:

			
				I am simply overjoyed, yes tickled to death. Out of this whole bunch Stef had to choose me…. Is this not enough as yet to show you that there is something besides just lollypopping around, if it isn’t, GOOD NIGHT!

			

			Then Stefansson was thrown a curveball. There was also a fifth explorer, and this was not someone he expected. This explorer didn’t fit any of Stefansson’s criteria, except perhaps that of being a “good walker” with reasonable eyesight.

			The fifth explorer wasn’t a young man or a college student or a botanist or a geologist.

			The fifth explorer was an Inupiat woman named Ada Blackjack.

			

			• • •

			Ada Blackjack was twenty-two years old. She’d grown up in the city of Nome, Alaska. Thanks to the legacy of explorers like Matthew Henson and Robert Peary—who relied on Inuit help to reach the North Pole—perhaps most Arctic explorers, at the time, simply assumed that every Inuit knew how to do things like shoot seals, build igloos, and survive years of frozen winter darkness.

			Ada knew none of those things. She had no outdoors or survival training. She had a paralyzing fear of polar bears. And she had lived a hard life. At age sixteen, she married a man named Jack Blackjack who later abused her, starved her, and then divorced her. She lost two babies. Her sole remaining son, Bennett, was plagued by tuberculosis. Ada was impoverished. She worked as a seamstress and house cleaner. Because Bennett’s health was precarious and she had no ability to get him the care he needed at a hospital, she was forced to leave him in an orphanage.

			Nome, coincidentally, was on Stefansson’s path to the goal of Wrangel Island. Ada learned of Stefansson’s mission. Stefansson planned to hire Inuit families to join the four men and help with the sewing and hunting and overall surviving—everyone, by then, knew that Inuit were key to an Arctic mission’s success.

			Ada thought about the offer. It would pay fifty dollars a month, a sum that dwarfed the pennies she made as a housecleaner. The money might make it possible for her to regain custody of Bennett and get him to a hospital. She knew she would be away from Bennett and her mother and her home for three years—an unfathomable stretch of time—but this felt like her one ticket to solvency.

			Ada was leery of joining four white men in the Arctic, but was assured that she would be part of a larger Inuit contingent. She would be with her people. She had no survival skills, but perhaps other Inuit could teach her. Besides, her job was just to sew and cook, and she could do this well.

			Then, on the date of departure for Wrangel Island, no other Inuit showed up. They all decided the expedition was too dangerous and not worth the money. This concerned Ada for obvious reasons. She thought about quitting. She almost did. But Ada had given her word to join the expedition, and she was a woman of her word.

			She would go to Wrangel Island, risks be damned.

			

			• • •

			Wrangel Island was nominally a Vilhjalmur Stefansson expedition, but he did not personally join the crew. He was its figurehead, funder, and chief strategist, but he merely set the team in motion and then hoped for the best. The men didn’t mind; Stefansson was a legend, and they were happy to be in his orbit.

			So the four men and Ada settled into their makeshift camp at Wrangel Island, cut off from the rest of the world. Ada sewed and cooked. The men hunted and hiked and conducted scientific research. “She was shy and desperately afraid of bears, but a good, hard worker, and they all got along fine,” writes Jennifer Niven, author of Ada Blackjack.

			Then, somehow, the group dynamic shattered. The prevailing theory of historians is that Ada developed feelings for the leader of the expedition, Allan Crawford, but that this was unrequited. “She decided that she loved him and she wasn’t afraid to let the others know it,” writes Niven. “She had made up her mind. She planned to marry him and become Mrs. Ada Blackjack Crawford.”

			Crawford was firm with his lack of interest, and Ada slid into a deep funk, lonely and homesick and full of regret for joining this thankless frozen mission. Some historians suggest she had “Arctic hysteria,” a psychological condition that can lead to suicide—especially since Ada had grown up in a city and had no preparation for this grueling terrain.

			At one point Ada tried to run away. She stopped cooking and sewing. She threatened to poison herself. She was convinced that one of the men, Lorne Knight, hated her and planned to kill her.

			The men retaliated, and their retribution was harsh. They mocked her and called her “Oofty” and “Nymph.” (Aside from Ada’s fleeting crush on the leader, there is no evidence of any amorous impropriety.) Their journals refer to her as “the foolish female.” They laughed at her. When Ada refused to work, Knight tied her to a flagpole in the cold, letting her freeze for hours. They starved her, telling her that she must work to eat—for two weeks she subsisted only on stolen bread.

			Lorne Knight grumbled in his journal:

			She will not work and sits about and disobeys orders and eats up our food and is being paid fifty dollars a month for doing the opposite always.

			Ada’s funk did not last long. She shook it off, she resumed her cooking and sewing, and the group continued as before. But now a bigger problem loomed: Wrangel Island was not the cakewalk Stefansson had promised. Game was scarce. It was cold. In theory, the group could have brought enough food to survive for years, but Stefansson had insisted they travel light to prove they could live off the land. Now this looked dicey.

			The group’s morale plunged.

			

			
				
				• • •
			

			People can forget history, both in life and in exploration. Stefansson, as president of The Explorers Club, was well aware of the tale of Adolphus Greely. The two had met. They mingled at Club headquarters. Stefansson even wrote the introduction to one of the early Greely books, Abandoned: The Story of the Greely Arctic Expedition.

			Anyone who read Stefansson’s introduction knows that after the first year of the Greely expedition, a resupply ship attempted to bring the crew food. But the ship departed too late in the season, the shipping lanes froze, and the crew was in peril. Nineteen of the twenty-five explorers died. The nearly miraculous fact that six (including Greely) survived was thanks largely to the resourcefulness of Greely’s wife, Henrietta, who marshalled the nation to come to their rescue. Now history repeated itself.

			After the first year at Wrangel Island, a ship was supposed to bring fresh supplies, food, and even new crewmates, in case the original four men were injured. They botched the job. Stefansson’s ship left too late in the season, just like Greely’s, and it couldn’t penetrate the ice. There would be no relief.

			Unbeknownst to Ada Blackjack or the four stranded men, news of this failure became public. Now the families of the four men began to worry, and they wrote letters pleading that action be taken by Stefansson or the Canadian government. (No one wrote letters on behalf of Ada Blackjack.)

			One of the men’s fathers sent a telegraph that pleaded:

			Is there nothing we can do? Is it too late and dangerous now to send another boat?

			Stefansson was unconcerned. He wrote letters to the families, reassuring them that all was fine. After all, their children were just in the Arctic! The friendly Arctic. It was as comfortable as Hawaii.

			
				There is no more need to worry about them than if they were in some European city or an ordinary place and were merely not in the habit of communicating with you. In other words, the only worries you need have for Allan are the same which he may reasonably have about you, and his chance of being safe and well next fall is the same as your own.

			

			He also wrote:

			
				As I see it, there is no cause for special anxiety about the men on Wrangel Island. They are as likely as you or I to be safe and well a year from now.

			

			And to another parent, Stefansson cheekily wrote:

			
				They are just as safe on their island as Robinson Crusoe was on his—a little more so because there are no cannibals in that vicinity.

			

			

			• • •

			Meanwhile, back on Wrangel Island, the winter was dark, the days were cold, and the food was dwindling. The team feared starvation. But even with these bleak conditions, the men kept their faith in in Stefansson. One wrote a letter to Stefansson reaffirming his loyalty:

			
				Of course I am not afraid of starving to death or freezing (thanks to the things I have been taught by you) but I am well aware that accidents are liable to happen to one in this country as well as on the ‘outside.’ So if I pass my ‘checks’ kindly send whatever remuneration I am entitled to, to my mother or father at McMinnville, and rest assured that I am ever grateful for the favors you have shown me, and the opportunities that you have made for me.

			

			And now the men began writing letters to their families in case of their death, careful to say that this would only be caused by an “accident,” and accidents can happen anywhere.

			
				As accidents are as likely to happen to one in this country as anywhere else, I am leaving this letter for you. I am also leaving a letter for the manager of the Stef. Ex. & Dev. Co. asking him to send whatever money is due me, to you. However, if something does happen to me I will be thinking of you until the very end with all the love any one ever had for their Mother. This also applies to Dad & Joseph.

			

			The journal of Lorne Knight, in particular, shows a deterioration of both conditions and spirits.

			The going ahead looks very bad, and as we only have five dogs in poor condition and the weather is very cold, it is needless to say that going is very difficult.

			A bedrock principle of Stefansson’s was that the Arctic would provide unlimited game—an endless buffet of hunting. The team found something quite different. One wrote a letter to his wife saying:

			
				There is not adequate food for all, there being only ten twenty-pound cases of hard bread and three pokes of seal oil to last until next summer. The prospects of getting game between now and next summer or sealing season are very poor.

			

			The men wrote more letters to next of kin:

			
				My dear Mother, I am leaving this letter behind in care of Knight…in case an accident should befall me. Should the worst come to pass, I want you to know Mother that I have only myself to blame for my ending and that I’ll remember to the last moment, the kind loving tenderness you have shown me as my mother all through my life. I have not once forgotten it, nor shall I ever forget. Farewell! A long farewell to you and all.

			

			Three of the men decided there simply wasn’t enough food on the island to support all five, so they decided to trek back to civilization, on foot, in a desperate mission to get help: Allan Crawford and his crewmates Fred Maurer and Milton Galle (who was just nineteen). They were scientists and explorers who perfectly fit the description that Stefansson had outlined in his letter. They were brave. They were adventurous.

			They were never heard from again.

			In one of exploration’s open mysteries, we still don’t know the fate of these three men. Some assume they starved to death. Some think they drowned in a makeshift boat. Still others think they were captured by the Russians, who claimed Wrangel Island as their own. One hundred years later and we still don’t know. What we do know is that Wrangel Island, in the winter of 1922, now had only two inhabitants: Lorne Knight and Ada Blackjack.

			

			• • •

			Knight was intended to be the rock of the expedition. The anchor. He had joined one of Stefansson’s prior journeys to the Arctic, nearly dying of scurvy but still eager to return. Knight was smart, handy with a rifle, and had top-notch survival instincts. He had beaten the Arctic before—when most of the crew perished—and he knew he could do it again.

			But early on, Knight felt something peculiar on his skin, in his lungs, in his bones. It was something he had felt before. Knight contracted scurvy. At first he kept the scurvy from the other men, from Ada, from himself. Then he could no longer deny the truth. He felt pain in his legs and arms. In his diary he confessed he felt “weak as a kitten.”

			After the other men left, Knight declined further. He soon found it difficult to hunt. This was alarming, because it was his job to provide food for both himself and Ada, who had never fired a gun. He lost his appetite. He lost weight. He lost his ability to chop wood, which was essential to keep the two of them warm. Eventually, he couldn’t even leave his bed.

			Suddenly, with the rest of the crew gone and Knight bedridden, every aspect of surviving the Arctic fell on Ada Blackjack.

			Ada grabbed Knight’s rifle. “I must learn to shoot,” she wrote in a journal that she’d just begun to keep. She practiced on targets as Knight lay moaning in bed. The rifle had a brutal recoil that punished her shoulder, so she built a gun rest that cushioned the blow.

			At first she was a lousy shot. Knight even made jokes about it, but with practice she got better. Then she became an ace. Ada, who grew up in a city and had no training or experience surviving in the Arctic, taught herself to crawl on her belly and sneak up on game, killing and then skinning her prey. She cooked the game for Knight. When he grew weaker, she fed him with a spoon. She chopped wood to keep them warm. She cleaned Knight’s bedpan. And through all of this she kept thinking of her son, Bennett, who far away was battling tuberculous. She often wrote of him in her journal.

			If anything happen to me and my death is known, there is black stirp for Bennett school book bag, for my only son. I wish if you please take everything to Bennett that is belong to me. I don’t know how much I would be glad to get home to folks.

			Ada taught herself to set traps for foxes. She snapped their necks to kill them and skinned them. When she was too exhausted to hunt, she read Knight’s Bible—with his encouragement: first the complete Old Testament and then the New. She continued to spoon-feed Knight and keep him clinging to life.

			Knight’s repayment for her generosity?

			Cruelty. As he became woozier, perhaps enraged by his own impotence, he barbed her with insults. He laughed at her. He even expressed sympathy for Ada’s ex-husband, who had abused and starved and divorced her. Knight said, basically, that he could see where the ex-husband was coming from.

			As Ada vented in her journal:

			He never stop and think how much it’s hard for women to take four mans place, to wood work and to hund for something to eat for him and do waiting to his bed and take the shiad out for him.

			Ada tried to keep her spirits up, but Knight’s meanness was tough to swallow. She wrote:

			This is the wosest life I ever live in this world. Though it is hard enough for me to wood work and trying my best in everything and when I come home to rest here a man talk against me saying all kinds of words against me then what could I do.

			She kept her sanity, in part, by focusing on Bennett. Her journal is full of instructions on how he should be raised if she died. Above all else, she dreaded the possibility that the custody of Bennett would revert to her ex-husband.

			If I be known dead. I want my sister Rita to take Bennett my son, for her own son and look after every things for Bennett she is the only one that I wish she take my son don’t let his father Black Jack take him, if Rita my sister live. Then I be clear.

			Ada continued to care for Knight. And finally, after weeks of inexplicable resentment and hostility, Knight began to soften. Then he expressed gratitude. He could no longer ignore the extraordinary courage, grit, and resourcefulness shown by Ada. He gave her tips on hunting duck. He’d tell her, “Pretty good shooting.”

			The two became friends. Knight told her that when he died, he wanted her to have his most beloved possession, his Bible. He even wrote an inscription for her.

			Ada, for her part, now saw Knight as a beloved companion. Though he was on his deathbed, she was grateful for the company. She even thought of him as a baby that needed help.

			Mr. Knight is sick now just like a little baby and I will take care of him just like my own little babies that are sick and die.

			

			• • •

			Meanwhile, thousands of miles away, the four families—unaware three men were missing—demanded some kind of rescue mission.

			Stefansson insisted that all was well. He wrote to Knight’s father:

			
				The men on Wrangel Island are not “stranded” there. From my point of view they are a colony, no more stranded than were the early settlers of Nova Scotia or Plymouth Rock.

			

			He continued:

			
				Illness is, of course, possible but the danger of that is no greater than it always has been on our expeditions. It is a very healthful climate, the danger of illness is less than it would be in a city, and about the only drawback on Wrangel Island from that point of view is the absence of surgical care.

			

			

			• • •

			Surgical care would have been useful to Lorne Knight, who continued to wither. For days he could hardly speak, unable to eat anything. Ada would gently feed him part of an egg. He would lie barely conscious.

			As Knight drifted closer to death, Ada realized she would need to shoulder even more responsibility. One of the expedition members, the nineteen-year-old Galle, had lugged a typewriter to the camp. He forbid Ada from using it, but the three had been gone for months, and Ada decided it was okay.

			She taught herself to type. Her grammar was poor but the ideas were lucid, forceful. Every morning she dashed off an update on her whereabouts when she went out to hunt, both for posterity and in the case Galle and the others returned that very afternoon, wondering where she was. (The letters from this typewriter, incidentally, are how we know much of what happened on Wrangel Island.)

			Ada’s first dispatch from the typewriter:

			
				Dear Galle, I didn’t know I will have very important writing to do. You well forgive me wouldn’t you. Just before you left I’ve told you I wouldn’t write with your typewriter. So I made up my mine I’ll write a few words, in case some happen to me, because Mr. Knight he hardly know what he’s talking about I guess he is going die he looks pretty bad.

				I hope I’ll see you when you read letter. Well, if nothing happen to me I’ll see you.

				The reason why I write this important notice I have to go out seal hunding with the rifle. Of course Knight wouldn’t eat any meat he always say he’s got sore throad.

				That’s about all I well say in this notice I write. I may write some more some times if nothing happen to me in few days. With lots of best regards to your self from me

				Yours truly

			

			Then, finally, it happened. For weeks it had been hard to tell if Knight was alive or dead. One morning Ada realized that he was no longer breathing. She was devastated to lose Knight—by now they clung to each other—and now she felt even more alone.

			This was on June 23, 1923. We know this because Ada thought it important to record the date in her journal, sensing it would be of future interest to Knight’s family and Stefansson. She wrote:

			The daid of Mr Knights death He died on June 23d I don’t know what time he die though Anyway I write the daid, Just to let Mr Stefansson know what month he died and what daid of the month

			But that was not the last word from Lorne Knight. Before he passed away, he’d written this poem in the journal that he gave to Ada:

			
				Here lies a Polar Explorer so valiant and bold

				Who devoted his life to snowstorms and cold

				All for prominence, so I’ve been told

				And a few pieces of yellow filth called gold.

				For nourishment he had snow and scenery

				Which reminded him of the grim beanery

				The grim beanery so greasy and

				grim Would look like Paradise now to him.

				Oh! Bring on your roast pork, apple sauce and pie

				And some whipped cream before I die

				Some of that wonderful potato salad, too

				And sliced tomatoes with lots of goo-goo

				And beans. Oh! Beans, that wonderful fruit

				And then to end it all, just to make things suit

				About a gallon of mother’s canned fruit

				And then a wonderful bewitching smoke

				For as tobacco is concerned I’m dead broke.

				But I’m going now where it’s always hot

				Where blizzards ain’t and cold is not

				Where everyone’s happy and anthems ringing

				But having no voice I’ll be out of the singing

				Don’t weep for me now, don’t weep for me ever

				I’m going to do nothing for ever and ever.

			

			

			
				
				• • •
			

			As Knight wrote his final lines of poetry, across the globe, Stefansson’s expedition was becoming something of an international scandal. When they had first landed on Wrangel Island, the men hoisted the Union Jack and claimed the island for the United Kingdom. There was only one problem: Russia had claimed the island many decades before, even though they later abandoned it. Now the Russian government conveyed in the press that, if necessary, they would reclaim the island by force. “The Siberian Government is outfitting a vessel at Vladivostok for a voyage to Wrangel Island with the avowed intention of capturing the little band of British explorers,” the Associated Press wrote, “and taking possession of the island in the name of Russia.”

			The British government’s response? That if Russia followed through on capturing the Arctic explorers, this would be “equivalent to an act of war.”

			

			• • •

			Ada Blackjack, of course, was not concerned about geopolitics. She just wanted to survive. Her journal reveals her determination to make it off this island, even if the four men were gone.

			June 24th.—I’m going to the other side of the harbar mouth do some duck hunding.

			As always, she was afraid of polar bears, but she began to keep her anxiety in check.

			I saw two polar bears going in shore from the ice way over west of the camp. It’s four o’clock now. I write down when I saw them. I don’t know what I’m going to do if they come to the camp. Well, God knows.

			Nearly two years earlier, when Ada arrived at Wrangel Island, the mere thought of a polar bear would seize her with terror. Now she knew precisely how to scare them away.

			I clean the seal skin today and lat this afternoon polar bear and one cub was very close to the camp and I didn’t take any chances. I was afraid if I didn’t hit it right I’d be in danger. I just shot over them and they wend away. I was glad thank the living God.

			Ada even kept her sense of humor. One entry reads:

			I am glad it is not me polar bear eats.

			She knitted herself gloves. She made Bennett a pair of slippers, decorating them with little beads. And then Ada, who was never taught any survival skills, figured out how to build herself a boat. She lashed canvas to driftwood and made a seaworthy vessel.

			After Knight die and birds and seal come I work hard to make a little boat so can get anything I shoot in the water.

			Later, Ada turned introspective and philosophical, and even exculpated Stefansson for bringing her to this frozen rock. She accepted the responsibility.

			It was no one’s fault but my own that I went up there, for no one would have forced me to go, but I wanted to go and thought I would never have another chance to go so I took it.

			

			• • •

			By now two years had passed since Ada had left her home. She had no idea if Bennett was alive. And Stefansson, until the final hours, insisted that the four men (Ada was never mentioned) were perfectly safe. “One good hunter,” he confidently wrote, “can provide food for ten dependents so long as his ammunition holds out.”

			If Stefansson had had his way, perhaps no relief ships would have ever been sent. However, thanks to a fundraising effort inspired largely by the explorers’ families—and that included well-wishers in the larger exploration family, like Orville Wright—a relief ship did indeed depart from Nome in August of 1923.

			It took ten days for the ship to navigate through the ice floes, and on August 20, 1923, the relief ship reached Wrangel Island. The captain of the ship, Harold Noice, expected to find Knight, Crawford, Maurer, and Galle. Instead, when he paddled to the shore, he saw a young Inupiat woman. “She had the look of a hunter, he thought,” writes Niven. “She was dressed in furs, from head to foot, with a snow shirt worn over a reindeer parka trimmed with wolf skin. Her face was lined and dirty, toughened by brutal winds and cold and hardship.”

			Noice looked at Ada.

			Ada looked at Noice.

			Both were surprised by what they saw.

			“Where is Crawford and Galle and Maurer?” Ada asked. The three had left ages ago to find help, and Ada assumed that now her missing companions had finally returned.

			Noice, for his part, couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing.

			“There is nobody here but me,” she said. “I am all alone.”

			Ada told him what happened to Knight. Then she could keep it inside no longer. “I want to go back to my mother,” she said. “Will you take me back to Nome?”

			

			• • •

			The relief vessel, at last, safely returned Ada to Nome. She was reunited with her mother and her sister. And she was reunited with her beloved Bennett, who she could now afford to remove from the orphanage. They later moved to Seattle, where she hoped to find a hospital with better medical care.

			Vilhjalmur Stefansson, meanwhile, had some explaining to do. The tone of his letters changed on a dime, and he was stuck with the sober task of writing condolence letters to the families of the other four explorers. The communication was terse. To the families of the fallen men, Stefansson simply sent the following telegram:

			Deepest sympathy over terrible news.

			As for the legacy of Ada Blackjack? Some seemed to understand the inspiring role she played on the island. Knight’s parents were grateful for her kindness. “How I wish I could make some suitable reward for Ada Blackjack,” Knight’s father wrote, after learning of all she had done. “She is the heroine of the whole expedition. If it is ever in my power to suitably reward her, I hope I may not overlook the opportunity.”

			The question of whether Ada was ever “suitably rewarded” is complicated. On the one hand, when she returned, she briefly became a sensation in the press. Newspaper articles called her “the Heroine of the Arctic.”

			Others tried to profit from this fame, including Stefansson. He sought access to both Ada’s and Knight’s journals, obtained them, and later wrote a book, The Adventure of Wrangel Island. He gave Ada some cash, but she received no royalties. Her side of the story was never fully told.

			Ada did the best she could to give Bennett a healthy and happy life, but medical issues would long shadow her son. He contracted spinal meningitis. He became deaf and blind in one eye, but he managed to live to the age of fifty-eight.

			With little interest in speaking to the press—especially after a series of nasty articles charged that she was the reason Knight died and the expedition failed—Ada found work as a housekeeper, struggled to pay bills, married and divorced again, and quietly faded from the news. Her story was forgotten by most. She lived to be eighty-five years old, passing away in 1983.

			One of the rare public celebrations of Ada Blackjack came from the Alaska legislature, which, upon her death, honored her with an official citation for heroism. The citation read, in part:

			
				Not many Alaskans remember this soft-spoken and vital woman. In the years following her heroic feat she was forgotten by most people who knew of her ordeal…. We urge Alaskans to become familiar with the story of Ada Blackjack Johnson who recently passed away in Palmer. From her story we can each gain an insight into the life and personal courage of a resident in our state who survived under unbearable circumstances, only to be forgotten by her friends and neighbors. It is our duty and obligation to honor Ada Blackjack Johnson for her astounding courage, her spiritual strength, and her commitment to her fellow man.

			

		

	
		
			 

			
				The Flag from the Moon

				Jim Lovell

			
			In 1970, astronaut Jim Lovell planned to bring a flag from The Explorers Club to the moon. Lovell’s mission, unfortunately, happened to be Apollo 13.

			As everyone who saw the eponymous movie knows, Lovell’s crew, against all odds, miraculously returned home alive. What the movie did not show was that Lovell had The Explorers Club flag with him the entire time. So he later returned the flag to the Club, along with a polite letter of apology, explaining that “since we were unable to land, the plans were disrupted.”

			
				
					
						[image: Handwritten letter dated June 6, 1980, from Captain James A. Lovell to Charles F. Brush, Ph.D., President of The Explorers Club. The letter explains the return of two flags, including one flown on Apollo 8 and another intended for the lunar surface during Apollo 13, which remained stowed due to the mission's disruption. Lovell notes the flags are enclosed in non-flammable plastic and expresses hope they will be enjoyed as artifacts for the Club's flag collection. Signed 'James A. Lovell.']
					

					
						For a plain-text version of this image, go to this page.

					
				
			

		

	
		
			 

			
				Tweets from Space

				Mike Massimino

			
			Letters from the edge play a crucial role that’s often overlooked: They preserve sanity. Ada Blackjack did not have the ability to communicate back and forth with her loved ones, so all of her letters were one-way dispatches. Modern explorers can do more.

			Lovell’s Apollo 13 crew, of course, was able to communicate with NASA to crack all the daunting engineering challenges. For decades astronauts could speak with their colleagues and their families. And in 2009, NASA astronaut Mike Massimino—his friends call him “Mass”—ushered in a new era of space communication.

			Mass, who flew in the space shuttle to perform critical repairs on the Hubble Space Telescope, knew that communication was critical—on both a personal and professional level. “You miss a lot,” says Mass. “You’re off the planet. You’re going to miss birthdays and holidays. The birth of a child. You’ll miss the day-to-day Little League games. And that does affect morale.”

			The astronauts sent emails to their families when they could, and they communicated more broadly with the world at large, sparking the public’s fascination with space exploration. He also knew that communication helped NASA. “Part of our jobs,” he says, “was to communicate what we’re doing for taxpayer dollars.”

			So Mass took advantage of a relatively new communication platform: Twitter. He was the first astronaut to do so. As Mass trained on Earth for the mission, he gave quick updates of his journey. He shared details that were intimate, humorous, self-deprecating—exploration didn’t need to be stuffy.

			Cooking dinner…we are having tostadas, too bad I can’t make them in space (would be too messy)

			Quick visit to the doctor for a nose culture to make sure I am bacteria free before flying in space

			Just got out of the motion simulator after a morning of shuttle re-entry simulations, we are 19 days from launch

			On May 11, 2009, the space shuttle Atlantis blasted off from iconic Launch Complex 39A at the Kennedy Space Center, the same site that serviced the Apollo missions. Mass knew he’d become the first astronaut to tweet in space. So he asked some advice from a friend of his, an Apollo astronaut who knew about sending a dispatch from the edge—Neil Armstrong.

			“I didn’t really think much about it,” Armstrong told Mass, referring to “one small step.” Instead he focused on the mission. And that was his advice.

			“So I wasn’t thinking about it,” says Mass. “I was worried about the mission and getting that done. And then whatever came to mind, I put out there in the first tweet.”

			On May 12, 2009, Mass wrote the first tweet from outer space:

			From orbit: Launch was awesome!! I am feeling great, working hard, & enjoying the magnificent views, the adventure of a lifetime has begun!

			Over the rest of the mission, he used Twitter to give real-time updates of what it was like to live and work in the space shuttle:

			From orbit

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Screenshot of a tweet by astronaut Mike Massimino (@Astro_Mike) dated May 12, 2009, at 4:33 PM, reading: 'From orbit: Launch was awesome!! I am feeling great, working hard, & enjoying the magnificent views, the adventure of a lifetime has begun!' The tweet has 97 replies, 687 retweets, 3.6K likes, and 115 bookmarks.]
				

			

			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9780593240045_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by the Authors


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Introduction


						Part 1: The Edge of the Known World
					
								The Accidental Explorer by Vilhjalmur Stefansson and Ada Blackjack


								The Flag from the Moon by Jim Lovell


								Tweets from Space by Mike Massimino


								The Eighth Continent by Meg Lowman


								Ice and Isolation by Donna Oliver


					


			


						Part 2: The Edge of Knowledge
					
								The Chronicler of the Edge by Robert Peck


								Myths, Microbes, and a Hidden City of Gold by Andrés Ruzo


								Fishing for Answers by Jessica Glass


								Too Few Whales, Too Many Murders


								Lists and Lava by Ben Jordan


								Melting Glaciers, Melting Hearts by Klaus Thymann


								Undercover Tomb Raiders by Gino Caspari and Trevor Wallace


					


			


						Part 3: The Edge of Survival
					
								Between Triumph and Tragedy by Paul Niel


								Mayday, Mayday! By Ellen Pikitch


								Understanding the Depths by Richie Kohler


								The Storm Chaser by Jaclyn Whittal


								Crash Landings by Peter Mcmillan


								The Inferno by Ed Punchard


								Ghosts of the Titanic by Charlie Pellegrino


								Half Dead or Half Alive? By Tiffany Duong


								Kidnapped by Will Roseman


								The River of Doubt by Teddy Roosevelt


					


			


						Part 4: The Edge of Culture
					
								With Lawrence of Arabia by Lowell Thomas


								Tracing the Ink by Amanda Fornal


								In Search of Thoreau by Meg Haywood Sullivan


								Seeking Truth in Bedouin Bourbon by Tom Paradise


								Swami and the Psychedelics by Robert “Rio” Hahn


								The Search for the Skull by Justin Fornal


					


			


						Part 5: The Edge of Humanity
					
								Tragic Mountains and Secret Wars by Jane Hamilton-Merritt


								Finding Charles Darwin by Marcio Pimenta


								The Power of Faces by Theresa Menders and Daniel Farber Huang


								Shelling in Ukraine by Peter Flo Grinde-Hollevik


								A Girl and a Well by Shawn Small


								Lloyd Mountain by J. R. Harris


								Thai Caves and Agonizing Choices by Dr. Richard Harris


					


			


						Part 6: The Edge of Boundaries
					
								The Doorway to Hell by George Kourounis


								The North Korea Travel Guide by Arnie Weissmann


								Your Edge, Their Home by Mariah Wilson


								The Volcano Love Filter by Ulla Lohmann


								Cracking the Glass Ceiling by Carl Sagan


								Life behind the Iron Curtain by Lonnie Schorer


					


			


						Part 7: The Edge of the Universe
					
								Blogging from Space by Don Pettit


								Intergalactic Holograms by C Bangs and Gregory Matloff


								The Classic Letters from the Edge by Robert Falcon Scott


								The Martian Explorer Who Refused to Quit by Tanya Harrison and Oppy


					


			


						Acknowledgments


						Excerpt from The Explorers Club


						Credits


						About the Authors


						Appendix: Image Descriptions


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						iii


						v


						vii


						viii


						ix


						x


						xi


						xii


						xiii


						xvii


						xviii


						xix


						xx


						1


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						85


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						255


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						287


						288


						289


						291


						293


			


		
	








OEBPS/images/002b_The_9780593240038_all_art_r6.jpg
l/w:/» rarer ) '%/}”ﬁ/ »C/ ///zﬂ
G708 Mediors
‘%;ﬂ//;'”, -’,Z(I'IIJ //////&

June 6, 1980

Ghailic s RSB Rs hissRh =S
President

The Explorers Club

46 East 70th Street
New York, NY 10021

Dear Charlie:

Enclosed are the two flags which I promised to
send you. The small framed flag was flown on Apollo
8 because of its size and packing restrictions.

Since we were going to land during the Apollo 13
flight, the plan was to have a large flag which could
be unfolded on the lunar surface. It Was to be photo-
graphed for historical significance. The enclosed
plastic package contains that fla

After the flre in 1967 all flammable items had to
be enclosed in n-flammable plas you e, the
flag is packaged Just the way it was orlglnally stowed
aboard the spacecraft. we were unable to land,
the plans were disrupted; and the flag has remained
as is since it was taken from the spacecraft.

hought you would enjoy having these
artlfacts for the Explorers Club s flag collectlon

Sincegrely,

v
J9ﬁés A. Lovell
JAL/eam f
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