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			It made them great! By heavens! it made them heroic; and it made them pathetic, too . . .

			Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim
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			PROLOGUE

			The Great Goal

			September 1, 1909

			The steamer Hans Egede lay at anchor in Lerwick, the windblown capital of Scotland’s Shetland Islands. Two men, a Danish mate and an American explorer, Frederick Cook, rowed ashore in a dinghy that morning and proceeded on foot through the town’s jumble of narrow streets to the cable station, where Cook asked the operator to transmit several messages. The first was to his wife, Marie, in New York, his first direct communication with her in two years, confirming that he was alive and well. The second was to the International Polar Commission, in Brussels, and it contained the same startling announcement as the next message, which Cook cabled to James Gordon Bennett Jr., the Paris-based publisher of the powerful New York Herald:

			
				REACHED NORTH POLE APRIL 21, 1908. DISCOVERED LAND FAR NORTH. HAVE LEFT SEALED EXCLUSIVE CABLE OF TWO THOUSAND WORDS FOR YOU WITH DANISH CONSUL AT LERWICK FOR WHICH I EXPECT THREE THOUSAND DOLLARS. I GO STEAMER HANS EGEDE TO COPENHAGEN.

			

			News of Cook’s discovery had already traveled by word of mouth along the thinly populated coast of Greenland. The handful of missionaries, colonial officials, and others aboard the Hans Egede—which Cook, with no other way of getting back to America, had boarded at the insistence of his Danish hosts—had heard it, too. One of the ship’s passengers, the inspector of North Greenland, had advised the explorer to publish his own account before speaking to the press, in order to avoid confusion. This had been the reason for the unscheduled stop at Lerwick.

			James Gordon Bennett of the Herald wasted no time responding to the offer: “Cable Dr. Cooks 2000 words immediately.”

			The words raced along undersea cables and overland telegraph wires as the Hans Egede chugged south. Rough seas slowed the steamer down, and it was more than two days before Cook reached Skagen, at the northern edge of Denmark, where the commander of a Danish torpedo boat stationed there greeted the explorer on behalf of his government. A group of shivering Danish journalists came aboard as well and informed Cook that his account had been printed in the Herald. Denmark’s major daily, the Politiken, had splashed the news of his discovery on its front page, they told him, and newspapers around the world had scrambled to do the same.

			None, however, had celebrated quite as lustily as the Herald, which had devoted several pages to Cook’s feat on September 2. Seven-column headlines screamed as though from a mountaintop: fighting famine and ice, the courageous explorer reaches the great goal. Geographers interviewed by the Herald predicted that the discovery would “mark an epoch in the history of the scientific world.” The main feature, of course, was Cook’s account itself, which told of his midwinter departure from the Greenland coast, some seven hundred miles from the North Pole, and narrated how he had traveled from terra firma onto the shifting sea ice, “beyond the range of all life,” accompanied by two Inuit companions and two dozen hardy sled dogs. The route became smoother as the party advanced north, Cook wrote, and yet their swift progress brought little joy. “There was a depressing monotony of scene, and life had no pleasures, no spiritual recreation, nothing to relieve the steady physical drag and chronic fatigue.”

			Two months after leaving Greenland, and nine months after he’d departed from the United States, Cook wrote, his sextant readings showed the small party to be near its goal and then at it—that ultimate point where the world’s meridians come together, there is nowhere farther north to go, and every time zone is a step away. According to Cook, his celebrations at the top of the world did not last long. He remained at the North Pole some thirty-six hours, dutifully recording astronomical observations and other details of his surroundings. A long, dangerous journey over crumbling ice lay ahead, and the place itself did not encourage lingering. “What a cheerless spot,” he wrote in the Herald, “to have aroused the ambition of men for so many ages!”
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			Ambitious men had indeed ventured to the Far North for centuries, pushing the limits of survival in a frozen world that was, both physically and conceptually, as distant from the place of human origins as could be imagined. Many of these explorers went there in search of the Northwest Passage, and with it a shorter trading route between Europe and Asia. This fruitless quest claimed hundreds if not thousands of human lives. The British Royal Navy’s fantastically well-equipped 1845 Franklin expedition, whose 129 members all died in the High Arctic, was only the most notorious example.

			By the end of the nineteenth century, the North Pole had replaced the Northwest Passage as the holy grail of Arctic exploring. Another important change had taken place as well: a certain realism had set in. Victorian explorers had dreamed of discovering something spectacular at the top of the world; now it was generally agreed that they would find nothing there but more drifting sea ice. The U.S. government had long ago stopped devoting blood and treasure to the so-called Arctic problem. The field had been ceded to entrepreneur-explorers like Frederick Cook and the private societies and wealthy individuals who backed them.

			Even if some of the romance had gone out of it, exploring the Arctic was still rewarding. Discovering new territories and geographical features brought wealth and adulation, as did getting closer to the pole than anyone had before. Some explorers truly yearned to be in the Far North, and feats like these made it easier for them to raise the money to go back. The cooperation of the daily press was indispensable to the partly heroic, partly self-serving exploring enterprise. Newspapers were likelier than book publishers or magazines to pay for exclusive rights to a story in advance, and in an age before radio or television they were also the means by which an explorer’s deeds were first conveyed to the public. Without the daily press, average Americans had no timely way of knowing what explorers were doing way up north, or what their so-called accomplishments really meant. What many readers urgently wanted to know was very simple: Was the expedition a failure or a triumph?

			The press, for its part, had nearly as much to gain from these real-life Arctic dramas as explorers did. It was profitable to break big news of any kind, including news of geographical discovery. Newspapers were booming everywhere, and so was the competition for readers and all-important advertisers. Nowhere was this more the case than in New York, which was by 1909 the second-largest metropolis in the world after London and awash in newspapers. The owner-publishers of the city’s biggest dailies pulled heavy strings and lived in royal splendor. They were ambassadors and kingmakers. William Randolph Hearst used his newspaper empire to upend national politics; Joseph Pulitzer’s World had changed the way the American public thought and read. Bennett, the Paris-based owner and publisher of the Herald, was often called the most influential American abroad, and although his paper was not the force it had been a generation earlier, it still reached hundreds of thousands every day and pulled in a staggering $500,000 a year.

			There was also The New York Times, whose performance over the previous decade had been most remarkable of all.

			Its publisher, a comparatively unknown southerner named Adolph Ochs, had come to New York City in 1896, borrowed and sweet-talked his way into provisional ownership of the failing Times, and improbably rebuilt it into a force to be reckoned with. Hearst’s and Pulitzer’s sensational “yellow journals” had been considered the future of journalism at the time, but by turning the Times into a profitable paragon of respectability, Ochs had proven the doubters wrong. Though the paper had flourished quietly under him at first, its growing readership and influence could no longer be ignored—especially not by the Herald. The famous rivalry between Pulitzer and Hearst, which had cooled by 1909, is one of the most discussed episodes in the history of journalism. But Ochs and Bennett’s overlooked battle for New York City’s “quality” readership would also have important consequences. That contest was well under way by 1909, especially when it came to areas of special interest for the city’s educated middle- and upper-middle-class readers. Each paper saw the other as its chief rival in foreign news, science, technology—including the emerging fields of aviation and automobiles—and exploration.

			The Herald had excelled at covering these topics for decades, and its exploration exploits were the stuff of newsroom legend. Bennett had famously sent the correspondent Henry Morton Stanley to Africa in 1871 in search of David Livingstone, a landmark moment in the history of journalism. He had also sponsored or cosponsored a handful of other major exploring ventures, including earlier efforts to reach the Northwest Passage and the North Pole. Though Bennett had scaled down the paper’s involvement in exploring by the early twentieth century, the Herald continued to prioritize polar matters and had published exclusive accounts by both Cook and his better-known rival, Robert Peary.

			The Times had dared to challenge this imposing legacy only recently, by investing in Peary’s latest North Pole expedition. Peary was a navy engineer and veteran Arctic explorer with several important geographical discoveries to his name. He had secured financial backing from some of New York City’s richest men and the priceless endorsement of President Theodore Roosevelt. He’d recorded a journey to within 203 statute miles, or 32 latitude minutes, of the North Pole in 1906, wresting the international “Farthest North” from the previous, Italian record holders. Despite his advancing age—he was fifty-two when his expedition sailed from New York on July 7, 1908—Peary was still considered America’s best hope for attaining the pole. Whether he succeeded or failed, he was contractually obligated to give the Times the story of his attempt. When Cook’s telegram arrived from Lerwick, Peary had not been heard from in almost a year, and no one within reach of a telegraph station knew whether he had reached the pole, and if so, when. He was presumed to be on his way back from Greenland but had not yet been heard from. Within the week, he would be.

			Cook’s situation was far different from Peary’s. Though admired by most of his fellow explorers, he lacked the older navy man’s financial and political connections. He had left a year earlier than Peary, with limited equipment and zero fanfare, and his failure to send news for nearly two years had led friends and family to worry that he had died in the Arctic. Cook’s cables from Lerwick had taken the world by surprise, with veteran explorers hailing his low-profile, low-budget expedition as an “extraordinary feat” and a “miracle.” The story he told was a scoop of generational significance, and the Herald let everyone know that it was its property. The paper boasted in all capitals of its “EXCLUSIVE ACCOUNT” and threatened to prosecute any publisher that violated its copyright, noting that “strenuous efforts” had already been made to do just that.

			But other newspapers would do worse to Cook’s account than steal it. They would contest the supposedly straightforward tale of his Arctic journey, generating nearly four straight months of headlines about the so-called North Pole Controversy. The journalist Lincoln Steffens later called it the “story of the century.” The argument over the American discovery of the North Pole did, in fact, rage throughout most of the twentieth century and remains on a low simmer today. The newspapers that fueled this argument often obscured as much as they clarified, and in doing so revealed a lot about themselves—especially the Times and the Herald, which stood to win or lose the most from the debate. That debate and its aftermath would do more to reshuffle the hierarchy of American corporate media than is generally appreciated. Complicating the matter further, the presumed end of the argument in December 1909 was, in hindsight, only the latest plot twist. The story was in fact still riddled with unexposed lies and half-truths that it would take decades to untangle.

			Cook was on his way to Copenhagen when the Herald broke his story on September 2, 1909. That preliminary telling had only whetted the public’s appetite for more. The Danes who boarded the Hans Egede at Skagen told Cook that “Fleet Street”—London’s newspaper district—“had moved to Copenhagen,” he later recalled, and that reporters there were clamoring to interview him. Amid the heap of terse cablegrams awaiting Cook was an expensively verbose one from Bennett. “I never paid three thousand dollars more cheerfully than for the splendid dispatch which told of your triumph,” the Herald owner purred. He requested photographs and a “full detailed story” of Cook’s journey for the Herald and asked the explorer to name his price. The publisher was on familiar ground here. If any newspaperman knew how to get the most out of an exploration scoop, it was James Gordon Bennett.

		

	
		
			PART ONE
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			ADVENTURES IN JOURNALISM

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			James Gordon Bennett Jr. came into the world on May 10, 1841. Before he’d even learned to walk, the New York Sun was insinuating that he was a bastard child. Given the recent reports of his mother’s flirting at an upscale beach resort, the paper speculated, it certainly was possible. Bennett’s father responded to this insult by successfully suing The Sun for libel. The fine was a paltry $250.

			James Gordon Bennett Sr. was accustomed to clashes like this one. During this bare-knuckled era of the New York City press, he was the most hated publisher in town. But his rabble-rousing New York Herald was the most popular daily sheet in the city if not the nation. Bennett, a Scottish immigrant, had launched it in 1835, after years of ink-stained toiling for other publishers. His first week in business, he published a stock report based on simple inquiries he’d made a few blocks away on Wall Street. The resulting “money article” was the first feature of its kind, and also novel for the fact that Bennett had no ulterior motive for printing it. He held no stocks, owed no favors, and refused to let entanglements of any kind derail his agenda. He was proudly, thornily independent, and while other sheets relied on the backing of political or business cronies and edited themselves accordingly, Bennett set out to be the first modern publisher to live or die by his readers. His big idea was to give the public what it craved, achieve unprecedented circulation, and ride the resulting profits beyond the grasp of powerful merchants and politicians. It seems like a conventional business plan now, but it was a radical departure from the norm back then, and Bennett’s fierce adherence to it made him an object of almost universal scorn among elite New Yorkers.

			Unfortunately for them, elite scorn only seemed to energize him. The original Herald office was a downtown cellar, Bennett’s desk a piece of board laid across upright flour barrels. Bennett did all the work himself at first—the reporting, the bookkeeping, even the deliveries—and his iconoclastic daily sheet sold immediately. He railed against the “Wall Street Holy Alliance,” earning battalions of new readers (and enemies) when he ventured to publish lists of recent bankruptcies. He invented the society column, which he used to mock fancy soirees to which he had not been invited. He made mincemeat of polite social conventions like the Victorian taboo against referring to female undergarments by name: “Petticoats—petticoats—petticoats—there, you fastidious fools, vent your mawkishness on that!” Uncowed by organized religion, Bennett insulted Protestants and Catholics alike, describing the pope as “a decrepit, licentious, stupid, Italian blockhead.” But his unsparing opinions could also be more perceptive and precise than that. “The whole of his power as a writer,” an editor who later worked for him reflected, “consists in his detection of the evil in things that are good, and of the falsehood in things that are true, and of the ridiculous in things that are important.”

			Editorially, Bennett kept the Herald grounded in the imperfect here and now. “I never wish to be a day in advance of the people,” he declared. While Horace Greeley’s New-York Tribune campaigned for temperance, women’s rights, labor unions, utopian communities, vegetarianism, and abolition, Bennett dismissed its progressive notions as elitist claptrap, and Greeley himself as a “miserable dried vegetable.” Personal attacks on rival editors were very much in demand and a common feature of the era’s penny papers. Bennett, a master of this form of combat, sometimes got as well as he gave, especially from The Sun, which stated that his “only chance of dying an upright man will be that of hanging perpendicularly upon a rope.” When verbal assaults weren’t enough, Bennett’s enemies resorted to beating him up in broad daylight. He always got the last word, by sardonically writing up each thrashing in the next day’s paper.

			Bennett’s trollish antics attracted attention, but his innovations in the gathering and presentation of news had much greater lasting value. Though he was hardly the first publisher to be drawn to tales of sex and violence, he used new methods to pursue them. His sensational treatment of one of the most notorious news stories of the decade, the ax murder of a fashionable young prostitute named Helen Jewett, produced what is widely considered the first interview published in an American newspaper. Once he could afford it, Bennett hired reporters to do more of the legwork for him, and he sent them places other publishers didn’t: to churches, where they recorded Sunday sermons; to steamship landings, where they interrogated returning travelers. Bennett hired a handful of foreign correspondents while in London for the coronation of Queen Victoria in 1838, making the Herald the first American newspaper to employ a European press corps. Its foreign news was in a league of its own after this, and even more so once Bennett began chartering pilot boats so that his reporters could intercept arriving ships in New York Harbor. Herald newsmen jumped aboard steamers while they were in quarantine, and the resulting stories appeared before passengers had even disembarked. As Greeley would later say of Bennett, “He was the first journalist who went to meet the news halfway.”

			Bennett sped up the delivery of news on land as well. When Cunard launched the first regular transatlantic steamship service in 1840, between Liverpool and Boston, he arranged for a special train so that his correspondents’ letters could get to him faster. The rail network now linking northeastern cities created distribution opportunities, and he began putting stacks of the Herald on the early trains so that customers in Albany and Philadelphia could read it over breakfast.

			While rival publishers had families and other interests, Bennett’s life was the Herald. He worked sixteen-hour days and never drank excessively, smoked, or gambled. He attributed the success of the Herald to his avoidance of these vices, which left him more time and energy for his paper. A provocateur on the page, Bennett was sober and restrained in person and rarely kept female company. His looks were not his forte. He was tall and spindly, with a lazy eye; one of his many well-bred detractors, Philip Hone, privately described him as “an ill-looking, squinting man,” and Bennett himself was under no illusions that he was handsome or charming. He practically boasted that the one and only time he’d tried to patronize a brothel, the working girls had been so put off by him that they’d thrown him out.

			Bennett did finally fall in love, though, in 1840. He shared a description of his paramour with fifteen thousand Herald readers: “Her figure is most magnificent—her head, neck and bust, of the purest classical contour. There [is] a quiet and finish in her sweet looks, her graceful movements, which we have never seen surpassed in London, Paris or Washington.” The apple of his eye—and the future mother of James Gordon Bennett Jr.—was a young music teacher from Dublin named Henrietta Crean. Three months later, Bennett Sr. cheekily announced their engagement in the Herald: new movement in civilization.

			His enemies set out to ruin their romance. Honeymooning that summer, the newlyweds were snubbed and harassed at the fashionable upstate resorts of Niagara and Saratoga, and the Manhattan hotel where they had secured a romantic suite was pressured (unsuccessfully) to cancel their booking. Rival publishers had closed ranks against Bennett by this point, refusing to do business with newsdealers who sold the Herald and theater managers who advertised in it, and reformist campaigners had persuaded clubs and libraries to stop carrying it. Luckily for Bennett, enough people stood by the Herald for the paper to survive this coordinated suppression effort.

			Confident about the future of the Herald, Bennett expanded it to six columns and installed a new and improved printing press. He cemented his advantages in other ways, too, adding reporters, a business manager, and the profession’s first circulation manager. The Herald further entrenched itself in the national scene, producing scoops at key junctures of the Mexican-American War and the California gold rush. News of such events traveled much faster after the telegraph system was established in 1844. Noting that it “totally annihilated what there was left” of the old geographical limits on news gathering, Bennett committed more fully to the new technology than his competitors. His primary rival, The Sun, still occasionally used carrier pigeons.

			The Herald did its part to shrink the rest of the world as well. It was the favored American paper abroad and the only one available (even if many days behind) in major European and Latin American cities. By the late 1840s, the antagonism between Bennett and the rest of the New York press had cooled enough for the Herald to join a consortium of six city dailies, including The Sun and the Tribune, in securing lower telegraph rates for its members. The same group shared the cost of a steam-powered press boat, somewhat leveling the playing field in the ongoing race for ships’ news. Out of this loose alliance emerged the Associated Press, which in its early incarnation gave the New York City dailies even more of an advantage in the gathering of foreign news.

			Though Bennett had scaled back the more gratuitous provocations of his bachelor days, his slashing pen still occasionally drove men to violence. One autumn Saturday morning in 1850, a group of roustabouts accosted him on lower Broadway and assaulted him in full view of a horrified Henrietta Bennett and two indifferent police officers. The ringleader of this “gang of rowdies and ruffians,” Bennett informed readers the next morning, was a Tammany Hall candidate for district attorney whose campaign the Herald had helped sink. Bennett predicted the attack would “become the subject of criminal investigation”—perhaps, he taunted, the first to be taken up by the prosecutor he’d just helped to elect. But while Bennett pined for justice, his wife yearned for escape. The life of an embattled social pariah was not for her. The Bennetts had two children of schooling age now, Jamie and Jeannette. Shortly after this latest beating, she moved with both of them to Europe.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The Bennetts did not divorce; they just agreed to live apart, which enabled Henrietta to enjoy first-class life abroad. She toured France, Italy, Switzerland, and England with the children and visited her extended family in Ireland. The education of her son she outsourced to a string of private tutors, none of whom managed to instill any discipline. When not traveling with his mother and sister, young Jamie Bennett lived in a well-staffed house in Paris. His favorite pastime was playing with toy yachts in the Tuileries garden ponds.

			As an adolescent, Jamie started spending part of the year in New York, where his father tried to interest him in the Herald. Bennett had referred to his son as le jeune rédacteur, “the young editor,” since he was a toddler, and he now had a desk installed for him next to his own. More often than not, the desk sat empty. “Young Bennett,” as the Herald staff took to calling him, was too busy introducing himself to New York society. As an only son, he could be expected to inherit Bennett Sr.’s huge fortune. Hostesses thus took an interest in him, despite his father’s dubious social standing and his own tendency to raise absolute hell when drunk.

			Young Bennett was more interested in having fun than in newspapering. Later, he would be credited for introducing America to polo and lacrosse and for helping to make the sport of shooting fashionable. Already as a teenager, though, he had a commanding—if reckless—way with horses and sailboats. He became, at sixteen, the youngest member ever admitted to the hyperexclusive New York Yacht Club. It was around this time, in 1858, that Jamie Bennett’s audacity earned him his first taste of adverse publicity. His father’s seventy-seven-ton sloop, Rebecca, won a race around Long Island, only to have it emerge that the skipper had taken an illegal shortcut. The Rebecca was promptly stripped of victory honors, a turn of events that a newer addition to the ranks of Herald antagonists, the seven-year-old New-York Times, decided to have some fun with:

			
				If our neighbor is going into sports of this kind he must learn to play fair. It is very difficult, we know, to teach an old dog new tricks; but BENNETT must make the effort if he expects to sail his yacht. Get up another race, old fellow,—and be honest, if possible. . . . The essence of all sporting is straightforward and honorable dealing. Men who cheat in the sports of gentlemen are ruled out. Poor BENNETT must look out for himself or he will be chucked overboard.

			

			But the “old dog” had not even been on board. It was young Bennett who had ordered the change of course, a risky maneuver through a rough patch of water called Plum Gut. He had neglected to read the race rules, even though they had been published beforehand—in the Herald, no less. Bennett Sr. was not pleased. Nor did his son soon live down the incident. It earned him the mocking nickname Plum Gut Bennett.
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			Bennett Jr. moved to New York semipermanently around 1860, after attending the elite École Polytechnique in Paris. His native country was coming apart at the seams, and his father was toeing his most dangerous line to date. As the abolition and secession movements gained steam, Bennett Sr. continued to pen fiery editorials in defense of the slaveholding South. Few people acquainted with the goading Herald owner could have claimed to be surprised. He had for years resorted to racial slurs to insult his rivals and referred disparagingly to the Times as “a daily abolition journal.” But now his contrarianism was starting to look uncomfortably like treason. One day, a package from an anonymous sender arrived at the Herald offices, tied with green ribbon and labeled “For Mr. Bennett Only.” Miraculously, a sticky lid prevented the black-powder bomb inside from blowing up in his face. Tellingly, Bennett chose not to make a news story of this incident. But it was not until the first shots of the Civil War were fired at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, bringing an angry mob of New Yorkers down on the Herald building, that he finally toned down his rhetoric. Fearing for his life, Bennett hastily hung an American flag out the window. From that day until the war’s end, he kept a battery of rifles stored behind the wood paneling of his office—and a gag on excessively inflammatory editorials.

			With war declared, Jamie offered up his new two-masted yacht, the Henrietta, to the Union cause. For better or worse, his father arranged for the schooner to come with its nineteen-year-old owner attached, and Jamie was present for the uncontested seizure of several Florida forts and cities. One night, a curious thing happened. Outside Port Royal, South Carolina, he nodded off while on watch and was awakened by a hooting owl just in time to prevent the Henrietta from running aground. The incident sparked a lifelong obsession with owls. The silver-spoon volunteer was soon sent back to New York by his commanding officer, and the elegant Henrietta was consigned to packet service.

			Bennett Sr. mobilized in his own way during the Civil War, dispatching more than forty correspondents across the country to write about it. The Herald was hardly the only newspaper to send reporters to the front, but it poured more energy and resources into the effort than the competition. While other papers, most notably the abolitionist Tribune, treated the war as a moral struggle, Bennett simply approached it as one of the century’s great news stories. He pioneered the use of engraved maps for illustrating troop movements, despite the painstaking difficulty of reproducing these illustrations on newsprint. He instructed his newly established southern bureau to pore over regional newspapers and generate a tally of rebel armed forces; the resulting list, when published, was so accurate and comprehensive that the Confederate war command arrested several clerks at its Richmond headquarters, on the assumption they had leaked secret documents. Outmatched New York papers lazily dismissed the scoop as just more evidence that the Herald had gotten too cozy with the enemy.

			Bennett’s views of the war seemed to change by the week, and not until later in the conflict did they align with those of Abraham Lincoln. The U.S. president privately sought Bennett’s support, and eventually he got it. In gratitude, Lincoln offered him the French ambassadorship. It was among the most coveted positions in politics—famously held by Benjamin Franklin, the nation’s original newspaper genius—and it would have allowed Bennett to reunite with his family. But he turned the posting down, on the grounds that it would prevent him from effectively managing the Herald.

			There was more of it to run than ever after the war. Revenue from the year ending in May 1865, the month after the South surrendered, surpassed $1 million—as much as that of the next five competitors combined—and its daily circulation remained the nation’s highest. Bennett had climbed to the top and stayed there, a contemporary observer noted, “in spite of the active opposition of almost every organized body in the country, and the fixed disapproval of every public-spirited human being who has lived in the United States since he began his career.”

			In the meantime, newspapers had become an indispensable tool of local and national culture. “Having once had daily papers, we can never again do without them; so perfectly does this great invention accord with the genius of modern life,” the august North American Review determined that year. The press was in this respect like the railroad that was beginning to spiderweb the continent and that would by 1869 connect East Coast to West. Nowhere was its power more concentrated than in Park Row, at the northern edge of what is now the Financial District and the throbbing center of New York City’s English-language press. The great newspaper buildings stood side by side there, and the clattering of their cellar presses traveled up to newsrooms where men sat writing in longhand, their shouts of “copyboy!” piercing the clouds of pipe and cigar smoke.

			As ripe as the moment seemed for Bennett Jr. to join his father’s paper, his desk sat empty awhile longer. The life of a moneyed young rapscallion still appealed to him, and he preferred the Union Club to the grind of the newsroom. One brandy-soaked evening there in the fall of 1866, a handful of wealthy members resolved to organize the world’s first transatlantic yacht race. To up the ante, they would set sail in frigid December. Young Bennett was one of three owners to enter the contest and the only one to accompany his vessel. He hired a seasoned captain—one Sam Samuels—to handle most of the actual sailing duties. The journey was deemed so perilous that even Captain Samuels, a thirty-year veteran of the seas, barely managed to hire enough able hands.

			The crossing proved to be the adventure the newspapers had cracked it up to be, a battering by heavy seas and numbing cold. All things considered, Bennett’s party—a Union Club wit named Larry Jerome, the Herald correspondent Stephen Fiske, and a pair of Yacht Club umpires—kept comfortable enough belowdecks, feasting on oysters in a wood-paneled dining cabin that Bennett had draped with tiger-skin rugs. Outside these snug quarters, though, the elements did their worst. “For days the yacht was running between walls of water, as through a tunnel,” Fiske wrote afterward. A monster wave smashed their lifeboat to bits. The Henrietta endured squalls and gales, including one so violent that Captain Samuels was forced to heave to for eighteen hours. The second half of the journey proved calmer, and when a local pilot came aboard to guide them through the English Channel, Bennett and company were stunned to learn that they were leading. Henrietta arrived at the Isle of Wight on Christmas Day, its thirteen-day, twenty-two-hour crossing having set a new record for sailing vessels. Queen Victoria and the hard-to-impress London newspapers tipped their caps at this daring feat. Plum Gut Bennett had not just restored lost face. He’d made spectacular news for the Herald.
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			Young Bennett got more serious about newspaper work after the transatlantic yacht race. Rather than nursing hangovers at home and frittering away afternoons at the Union Club, he regularly showed up at the office, where he was delivered every morning by a liveried coachman. At twenty-five, he was something of a disquieting presence in the newsroom. “He was tall and straight-backed, with an air of authority few of his fellow newspaper editors could manage,” a Herald writer recalled years later. “His face was long and bony, with a firm jaw, rather suspicious and chilly blue eyes, an imposing nose, and a large tawny mustache.”

			His father put him in charge of a gossipy new journal, the Evening Telegram, and in the spring of 1867 the Herald began listing Bennett Sr. as “Editor and Proprietor” and Bennett Jr. as “Manager.” Its founder, now white-haired and in his seventies, began overseeing more of the business by private telegraph from home or from his country estate in Fort Washington, ten miles north of Park Row. Though Bennett Jr.’s accelerated apprenticeship worked well at times, he also found himself chafing under remote supervision. One evening, probably after a boozy dinner at Delmonico’s, he ordered a last-minute alteration to the masthead: “James Gordon Bennett, Jr., Editor in Chief and Publisher.” His eagle-eyed father ordered the presses stopped at once and the change reversed. To his son he thundered, “I have no mind to retire until I’m damned good and ready!”

			That moment was not long in coming. Young Bennett formally took over on January 1, 1868, thereby joining an elect circle of editorial chieftains on Park Row. There was the intellectually omnivorous Charles Anderson Dana, who’d recently assumed leadership of The Sun. There was the crusading “Uncle Horace” Greeley of the Tribune, another old Herald nemesis. There was William Cullen Bryant, the poet, whose cultural influence loomed larger than that of his small-circulation Evening Post. And there was the talented Henry Jarvis Raymond, a Greeley protégé and co-founder of the highly respected New-York Times. These men were towering cultural and political figures, Greeley especially, but young Bennett was uncowed. He was far wealthier than any of them and occupied the most palatial building on Park Row. And the daily Herald still sold better than their papers did.

			One of young Bennett’s first steps as editor and publisher was to double the paper’s news budget. For starters, he wanted to print more about Europe. Now that an undersea cable ran between Ireland and Newfoundland, important news from abroad arrived almost instantaneously, rather than by ship ten days after the fact. The cost of using this new technology was steep, but that simply gave the cash-rich Herald an opportunity to go where others couldn’t—spending, for example, a staggering $7,000 to secure a transcript of a speech outlining the peace terms of the Austro-Prussian War.

			Bennett cared little for good writing personally but competed for journalistic talent out of a desire to keep the Herald on top. Just as he was taking over the paper, he met with two aspiring Herald contributors who would shortly become household names. One was a drawling humorist and former Mississippi River pilot named Samuel Clemens. He was just back from Europe and the Near East, travels he had described in a series of satirical accounts for a San Francisco newspaper. The successful pieces had left their author, who wrote under the name Mark Twain, craving a wider audience and a bigger paycheck. Bennett furnished both, contracting with Twain to file uncensored weekly dispatches from Washington, D.C. (“I may abuse & ridicule anybody & every body I please,” Twain gloated to a friend.) As promising as this arrangement seemed for the Herald, it was nothing compared with the deal that Bennett struck with another up-and-coming correspondent a few weeks later.

			His name was Henry Morton Stanley.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Whether Bennett or Stanley came up with the idea to go looking for Dr. David Livingstone is disputed, but what can be said is that Bennett was at least well aware, by 1869, of the public’s growing interest in the Scottish explorer and missionary’s whereabouts. Livingstone had gone missing since entering the African interior three years earlier with the intention of locating the Nile’s source, one of geography’s great remaining puzzles. The British explorers Richard Francis Burton and John Hanning Speke had undertaken a punishing search for this great fountainhead a decade earlier, only to emerge with vastly divergent theories. The day before they were scheduled to debate the matter publicly, Speke died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound while hunting partridge. His death was suspected of being a suicide, a mystery upon a mystery that only added to the dark aura surrounding the Nile question.

			Livingstone’s disappearance was not just newsworthy for the usual reasons, because he was no ordinary explorer. He was also a doctor and a man of faith whose vision for Africa, considered progressive at the time, had struck a powerful chord in the Anglo-American public. He had compared the Zambezi River to the Mississippi and appealed to the British government to expand trade and infrastructure throughout the continent so that Christianized Africans might learn and prosper alongside sympathetic white colonials. This grand plan for Africa garnered wide support, in part because it promised to end the Arab-run slave trade, and Livingstone enjoyed towering moral status among humanitarians on both sides of the Atlantic. When a letter from him finally made its way back to civilization in 1869, revealing that he was running short on supplies and men, public anxiety mounted even further. Bennett would play that anxiety the way a master violinist plays sheet music.

			Stanley had given the demanding young publisher good reason to entrust him with an undertaking as massive as finding Livingstone. The Welsh-born journalist had first made a name for himself by reporting on the U.S. Army’s campaign to protect white settlers from dispossessed Great Plains tribes. Bennett had then attached him to a British military campaign in Abyssinia, or present-day Ethiopia, and Stanley had succeeded beyond his wildest imaginings. Granted, he’d been lucky: the cable between Alexandria and Malta snapped right after Stanley’s report of the British victory traveled over it, making the Herald the only source of news of the event for a week. But by beating all the London correspondents to the wires, he’d also shown himself to be immensely resourceful and hardworking. While abroad, he’d become intrigued by the strange case of Livingstone and begun making inquiries.

			Sometime in 1869, Stanley later claimed, Bennett summoned him to a hotel suite in Paris and outlined his plan for the scoop of the century. The goal of the Herald, Bennett lectured, was to “publish whatever news will be interesting to the world, at no matter what cost.” Staying ahead of the other papers for a day or two was well enough, but what if the Herald were to generate a news story that was so big, and so exclusive, it would have the world’s press eating out of its hand for months? He proposed a special expedition in search of Livingstone, to be paid for by him and led by Stanley. No government or scientific institution would be involved. Bennett wasn’t bothered by the cost or the difficulty of the mission or the fact that it was unprecedented in journalism. All that mattered, he told his reporter, was that it succeed: “Find Livingstone!”

			Rather than send Stanley immediately, though, Bennett decided that it would be better for the Herald to discover Livingstone around two years later, after public interest had subsided and begun to rise again. He also correctly judged that the paper’s only serious potential competitors, the British government and the Royal Geographical Society, were not about to launch relief expeditions of their own. Stanley worried that the delay would increase the chances that Livingstone died or reappeared before he could go looking for him, but Bennett’s word was final. Stanley unhappily embarked on a meandering journey to India by way of Crimea, the Middle East, and Persia.

			When he arrived at Zanzibar, off the coast of present-day Tanzania, in January 1871, still nothing had been heard from Livingstone. Stanley enlisted twenty armed soldiers and dozens of porters for his expedition, hiring more than a hundred men in total. He bought more than eight tons of supplies with Herald money, including relief supplies for Livingstone and piles of cloth, beads, wire, and other goods to trade with local chieftains in exchange for safe passage. Only moderately worried by rumors of tribal warfare and tales of the notoriously malarial Makata swamp, he departed in late March.
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			“livingstone safe,” a Herald headline announced on May 2, 1872.

			Word of Stanley’s success reached the coast more than a year after his departure. It was the first anyone had heard of Livingstone in three years, and the simple, amazing fact that Bennett’s “special” had rescued the missing explorer in the heart of Africa spread as far and wide as any piece of news ever had.

			Stanley lingered on the coast for nearly two months, recuperating and organizing an additional delivery of supplies for Livingstone. When his mailed dispatches reached the Herald’s London office in early July, selections were immediately cabled to New York, where they occupied two full pages of the next day’s edition. Stanley’s triumph was hailed not only as a great achievement but as a fantastically compelling travel yarn. “Nothing more heroic and more ludicrous . . . has been carried out and described in the history of modern adventure,” the London Daily News exclaimed. The American press lobbed up even heftier superlatives, often with a blast of patriotism. “It is another lesson to John Bull of the capabilities of American pluck and enterprise,” the New Haven Courier reckoned. Bennett packed his columns with glowing testimonials like these, positioning the Herald as the widely acknowledged champion of “a vigorous press system native to America, and America only.”

			Livingstone had chosen to stay in the interior to resume his search for the Nile’s source. At Stanley’s request, he had written a letter to Bennett personally, thanking the Herald publisher for launching the relief mission and providing exclusive details of his latest movements in the Central African watershed. Bennett published the letter before Stanley’s dispatches, both to ensure that he received due credit and to fortify the Herald against charges of fabrication or self-aggrandizement. Here was no lowly journalist, after all, but the “lion-hearted missionary” himself, addressing the Herald. Livingstone affirmed to the world that he had been in duress—“dying on my feet . . . a mere ‘ruckle’ of bones,” and nearly a beggar—before the “good Samaritan” Henry Stanley had come to his rescue with food, medicine, and other essentials.

			When it was reprinted in the London press, the letter helped to underscore the true enormity of the Herald’s achievement. “Africa is a very wide target, but Mr. Stanley hit the bull’s-eye at once,” The Times allowed. The Telegraph went so far as to scold would-be detractors in advance, cautioning that the many honors awaiting Stanley in London and Paris were “far too well merited to be mixed with envy.” In New York, the Herald published Stanley’s riveting full account of his travel later that summer. He’d made a nearly thousand-mile journey through plain, forest, marsh, and jungle, endured the ravages of smallpox and dysentery, and faced down threats of desertion and even mutiny. He’d survived belligerent locals, impassable routes, and crocodiles and haggled endlessly over honga, the ritual payments designed to guarantee unmolested passage through each chieftain’s territory. The blasé Times of London likened honga to a customs tariff; the Herald called it “blackmail.”

			Stanley had heard rumors of a white man with a long gray beard at Ujiji, an Arab trading post on Lake Tanganyika. Though his task was in some respects only halfway finished, the reporter’s arrival there would be remembered for decades afterward as the journey’s climactic moment. It was November now, more than eight months since Stanley had left the coast. His two white companions, both of them sailors he’d met in Zanzibar, had been incapacitated by illness and left behind. Now the vast inland sea of Lake Tanganyika stretched out before him, “bounded westward by an appalling and black-blue range of mountains, and stretching north and south without bounds.” Stanley rode into town atop a donkey, his guards firing guns into the air, as astonished villagers dashed out to greet them. Ahead of him, on the veranda of a prominent house, a group of respectable-looking Arab traders stood gathered around an old white man. Stanley dismounted, stepped forward, and—if his Herald reporting is to be believed—delivered a famous greeting that would outlive both of them: “Dr. Livingstone, I presume?”
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			It was—and still is—typical for reporters to conceal the makings of a scoop from rivals, and sometimes even to intentionally mislead other journalists. Because there were no hard-and-fast rules when it came to scoring a “beat,” as scoops were called then, journalists often pushed the boundaries of fair play. One common method of securing priority was to bribe a telegraph operator. Another was to have the operator cable long passages from the Bible or some other lengthy text, thereby tying up the line and forcing rival correspondents to miss their next edition’s deadline.

			None of these shenanigans were required to preserve the Herald’s latest scoop, for the simple reason that there was no competition. Stanley and Bennett hadn’t just broken the news of Livingstone’s discovery; they had created it. And with one of the main subjects now unreachable and the other spoken for as a salaried Herald “special,” it was just about impossible for other newspapers to get near the story.

			The minute they tried, Bennett beat them back. Apparently out of courtesy, his European bureau chief allowed a reporter from the London Telegraph to speak with Stanley in Marseilles and then on the train back to Paris. Stanley gladly unburdened himself, sharing previously unpublished details of his journey and criticizing the British consul at Zanzibar for his indifference to Livingstone. When these conversations appeared as interviews in The Telegraph, Bennett had a message delivered to Stanley at his Paris hotel: “STOP TALKING.” He also threatened to fire his London editor, T. P. O’Connor, for mailing Stanley’s dispatches to New York rather than cabling them. O’Connor’s decision saved the Herald around $8,000, four times his annual salary, but also delayed publication of the full exclusive too long for Bennett’s liking.

			Deprived of news of the Herald expedition, the London press began picking at it. Belittling of this sort came naturally to the Victorian British establishment, which did not yet have a popular press to contend with and generally looked down on American newspapers. The Times of London took care to note that whereas Livingstone traveled in the name of progress and science, Stanley had merely retraced the great explorer’s footsteps in “the way of business,” and insinuated that the Herald was hiding something. In early July 1872, with Stanley still in Africa, multiple London papers advanced rumors that he had stolen or forged Livingstone’s documents. Having died in the field, his two white companions were unavailable to weigh in. “The general opinion,” Stanley lamented in his diary, “is that I am a fraud.”

			The facts would later show that he had achieved a genuine feat of exploration. After meeting in Ujiji, Stanley and Livingstone had paddled up the coast of Lake Tanganyika and confirmed that the Rusizi River flowed into this inland water body and not out of it, effectively establishing the course of the river’s watershed. The fruits of this four-week excursion made Stanley an obvious candidate for the Royal Geographical Society’s Victoria Medal, awarded annually for the best feat of exploration, and yet the society’s secretary, Clements Markham, withheld the honor. His stated reason was that Stanley had neglected to take regular longitude and latitude readings with sextant and chronometer and simply recorded the number of hours traveled on particular compass bearings. Markham’s quibbling was swiftly judged to be a petty display of jealousy and class prejudice, though, and was effectively squelched by Queen Victoria’s decision to honor Stanley.

			Even so, doubts persisted. (It would be two years before a Royal Geographical Society expedition confirmed Stanley’s claim.) During a lecture in Brighton, England, scientists in the audience disrupted Stanley’s talk “to cross-examine, to badger, bully and bait the young correspondent of the Herald about his barometers and hygrometers and other ‘ometers,’ ” according to the Herald. Meanwhile, in New York, The Sun enlisted a handwriting expert and a former traveling companion of Stanley’s to argue that its Park Row rival was perpetrating an “enormous fraud.” Testimonials from Livingstone’s friends and relatives, and no less an authority than the British foreign secretary, eventually put an end to these accusations, and Bennett declared the argument over—or as close to over as one could hope for. “It would be a superhuman work to take every single doubter up,” he wrote in the Herald, displaying some of his father’s cynicism, “for such is the perversity of a man of this class who finds himself in the wrong that he would doubt his own existence sooner than the fact of his staring you in the face should be proved to him.”

			Stanley’s book, How I Found Livingstone, sold out within a week of its publication in America. Unfortunately for him, his patron had by now come to resent him. Having originally encouraged his star “special” to take a victory lap, Bennett had now heard that Stanley’s fees for his American lecture tour would surpass the cost of the expedition and blamed him for hogging the credit. It was an early example of the mistrust and pettiness that would eventually cost Bennett many a talented Herald employee—and an unfair view of the situation. Stanley’s fierce sense of ambition was, after all, a major reason Bennett had assigned him to Livingstone in the first place, and Stanley had moreover gone to great lengths to ensure that his employer received due acknowledgment. Bennett, meanwhile, had initially failed to advance the promised expedition funds to Zanzibar, nearly sinking the whole enterprise with his negligence.

			No one dared to make these arguments, which probably would have been lost on Bennett anyway. He gave Stanley a frosty reception when the two men met at the Herald offices in New York that fall and dismissed him after just ten minutes. Several weeks later, Stanley gave the first of four planned talks in New York City. According to Joseph Clarke, a reporter who’d spent months defending him in the Herald, Stanley made this first talk solemn and geographically precise “to prove he was truthful and not the villain the Sun was painting him.” Whatever Stanley had been thinking, the lecture flopped. According to the Herald, all its correspondent proved that evening was his incompetence at the lectern. “Mr. Stanley’s elocution is bad,” wrote the paper’s theater critic, George Seilhamer, who lamented that his Herald colleague had not shown “half the courage before an average civilized audience that he showed in the wilds of Africa.” The harsh verdict of the Herald, which was popular among many of the readers who might have been inclined to hear Stanley speak, effectively ended his lecture tour before it began. Advance tickets to his third talk sold poorly, and the rest of his engagements were canceled.

			This had been Bennett’s plan all along. He’d made it known to his chosen reviewer that he wanted Stanley’s performance panned. Stanley’s story had served its purpose for the paper, and it was time to knock him off his pedestal and move on. By the time the Herald was referring to its own correspondent as “intolerably dull,” Bennett had left for Paris.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			September 3, 1909

			Philip Gibbs, special correspondent for the London Daily Chronicle, smoked alone at a café in Copenhagen. The thirty-two-year-old reporter had arrived by steamer earlier that afternoon, a day later than the rest of the London press—he’d been on vacation in the English countryside—and already his mission of securing an interview with Frederick Cook faced two major obstacles. All of Copenhagen wanted to meet the famous explorer, and all of Copenhagen seemed to have a better idea than Gibbs did of where to find him.

			Gibbs peered uncomprehendingly at the Danish newspaper in his hands. Its front page seemed to contain just one word that he could make sense of—“Cook”—and it was everywhere. Thankfully, his waiter spoke English. The whole city would be coming out to cheer Dr. Cook, the waiter enthused. The Hans Egede had been expected in Copenhagen that day, he explained, but now the evening papers were reporting that there were fog delays. Cook would arrive in the morning.

			Gibbs relaxed a little. But he had plenty of other things to worry about—the fact that he knew next to nothing about the Arctic, for example. He might have been mulling this problem when he discerned heads inside the café turning. A striking young woman with bronze skin and regal cheekbones had entered, draped in white fox fur and accompanied by one of the tallest men Gibbs had ever seen. The waiter sidled over to fill Gibbs in. “That’s Mrs. Rasmussen,” he explained—the wife of the Danish explorer Knud Rasmussen, who was known to be a friend of Cook’s and who had helped to provide the sled dogs for his expedition.

			Gibbs rose and introduced himself to Dagmar Rasmussen and her companion. She was indeed the wife of Knud Rasmussen, she said in halting English, and her tall friend with unruly hair introduced himself as Peter Freuchen. Gibbs told the two Danes that he was hoping to meet Cook. They laughed and told him they’d been scheming to do the same. The president of the Danish Greenland Company, which owned and operated the Hans Egede, was a friend; he was currently several hours north of Copenhagen, arranging a pilot launch to bring select guests out to meet the famous explorer. Given the fog, though, it was almost certain that the visiting excursion had been called off, and so Rasmussen and Freuchen had stayed in Copenhagen. Why not go to Elsinore now, just in case?, Gibbs asked. The last train of the day had left, they told him. Why not hire a taxi? Dagmar Rasmussen chuckled at the reporter’s enthusiasm. Automobiles, she explained, were not allowed to travel outside Copenhagen after dark.

			Gibbs persisted, summoning the waiter and asking him to bring in a taxi driver from the street outside. One duly appeared, hat in hand. How much would the fine be, Gibbs asked, if the police flagged his vehicle down after dark? He was prepared to charge a small fortune to The Daily Chronicle. The driver named a fee, fines included, that he considered reasonable. Fully caught up in the spirit of adventure now, Rasmussen and Freuchen agreed to come along after dinner.

			It was a long, cold drive to Elsinore. Around midnight, they reached a hotel where the shipping executive was making final arrangements for the boat journey, which had merely been delayed. The friend informed the Danes that Cook’s arrival was a national event, and too significant for the Danish Greenland Company to be handing out casual favors, not even to the wife of the great Knud Rasmussen. But a foreign journalist—that was a different story. Gibbs was pleased to learn that he would be permitted to board the Hans Egede.

			It was still dark when he boarded the launch with a small group that included two or three Danish reporters. The first dawn light appeared as the pilot boat steamed out, revealing the Hans Egede draped in festive bunting. Fur-clad seamen leaned along its railing, watching them approach. Gibbs, feeling self-conscious in his city overcoat and felt hat, leaped from the launch’s gunwale onto a rope ladder and climbed up on deck.

			There he found himself face to face with two white men, one of whom he recognized at once. The explorer’s sturdy build and calm, engaging presence impressed him.

			“Dr. Cook, I believe?”

			Still reeling from his good fortune, Gibbs congratulated him. A smiling Cook led the handful of reporters into the dining room, where they sat down for breakfast amid Danish missionaries. Instinctively, the Daily Chronicle correspondent began sizing up his subject. Though he was a trained physician, Cook had the thick, worn hands of a laborer and a pear-sized nose. Most captivating of all were his blue eyes, which transfixed his interlocutors but also had a vaguely faraway quality to them. Cook certainly seemed willing to talk, Gibbs noted, but so far he’d spoken of his journey only in generalities. Hungry for details, he was relieved when the explorer ushered his guests into his private cabin after breakfast.

			As the only journalist in the room who spoke native English, Gibbs led the questioning. He did not attempt to hide his ignorance of the Arctic, but Cook’s responses to what he considered basic questions surprised him. He had brought along all the scientific instruments typically used for Arctic navigation, Cook said, and he knew how to use them. But he’d left his equipment and original travel diary in Greenland, in the care of an American sportsman there who had agreed to bring them back to New York for him. Gibbs pressed the American on how he intended to prove he’d been to the pole, but the whole line of questioning seemed to annoy him. Cook, his blue eyes gleaming, angrily pointed out that the press had taken other returning explorers at their word. “Why don’t you believe me?”

			The question of proofs was dropped, and Cook went back to describing his journey in the broad strokes of a fireside storyteller. Gibbs listened politely and took notes as a seed of doubt flowered within him. “By intuition, rather than evidence, by some quick instinct of facial expression, by some sensibility to mental and moral dishonesty,” he later wrote, “I was convinced, absolutely, at the end of an hour, that this man had not been to the North Pole, but was attempting to bluff the world.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			September 4, 1909

			The morning sky was bright, the water glimmering like diamonds, as thousands crowded the harbor in Copenhagen to greet Frederick Cook. The veteran British journalist W. T. Stead, who’d come to town on behalf of the Hearst news service, declared it “a capital day for outdoor photography.” Amateur and professional photographers jostled for space along the pier; sailboats, rowboats, tugboats, and motorboats bobbed in the water. A surprising number of American flags had been sourced on short notice—little ones waving everywhere, a big one rippling atop a flagpole. When the Hans Egede came into view, the Stars and Stripes was flying from its mizzenmast.

			A symphony of cheers, steam whistles, and brass-band music arose at the sight of it. The pleasure boats gave right-of-way to a steam pinnace bearing Christian, the crown prince, and a delegation of Arctic enthusiasts from the Royal Danish Geographical Society. The welcoming committee—which included two foreigners, Stead and Maurice Egan, the U.S. minister to Copenhagen—boarded the Hans Egede and met Cook, then whisked him ashore, where the mass of well-wishers could finally get a look at him.

			With his overgrown hair and mustache, shabby brown suit, and moccasins, Cook looked very much the returning Arctic traveler. He wore a soft sailor’s cap, which he raised repeatedly for the cheering quayside crowd that now pressed in from all sides. Men came forward to pump his hand and clap him on the shoulder. An ecstatic woman thrust a bouquet of roses at him. “His blue eyes seemed at first a little dazed at the sight of the morning multitude,” noted Stead, who watched the chaos with rising alarm. The crown prince had slipped away by this point, taking his security guards with him, and the handful of remaining policemen appeared powerless to contain the mass of humanity now surging forward. Cook merely smiled dumbly and wobbled on his sea legs.

			Flinging his arms around Cook’s midsection, Stead hurled himself backwards against the throng. The throng pushed back, with some trying to sweep Cook off his feet and up onto thousands of grasping hands. Stead, Egan, a second reporter, and a lone policeman repelled them, creating a four-man phalanx around Cook that was able to cut through the crowd. Stead, ever the journalist, barked questions into Cook’s ear as they jostled forward, and took mental notes on the explorer’s physique. “From the grip around his waist I learned that he is well set-up, not spare but solid, with no superfluous flesh,” he later wrote.

			Finally, Cook and his improvised security detail reached the safety of the government’s Meteorological Department headquarters. Egan’s silk hat had been crushed in the fray, and Cook earnestly promised to buy him a new one. His own cap was gone, his bouquet was shredded, and one of his torn-off shirt cuffs had become someone’s souvenir. Egan, rattled, sought to lighten the mood. Wouldn’t it have been something, he quipped, for Cook to have survived two years in the Arctic wilds, only to die violently upon returning to civilization, so called?

			The crowd continued to roar outside. At the urging of his handlers, Cook ascended to the balcony and briefly addressed them—“My friends, I have had too hard a time getting here to make a speech. I can only say that I consider it an honor to be able to put my foot first on Danish soil!”—and was then swept into a taxi and brought to the nearby Hotel Phoenix. A barber and the king’s own tailor awaited him there—and a dentist, to repair the teeth Cook had broken in the Far North while gnawing on frozen walrus hide.

			Egan escorted the cleaned-up explorer to the American legation for lunch with select American and British journalists and the inquisitive Russian ambassador, whose questioning Cook handled with straightforward good humor. Earlier that morning, the correspondent for The Times of London confessed, his “nervous manner and disheveled aspect had not prepossessed me.” In these more settled environs, Cook struck the reporter as an “upright and honest man.”

			That afternoon, Egan brought Cook to meet privately with King Frederick VIII and then with Prince Valdemar, the king’s brother. An exhausted Cook returned to the Hotel Phoenix at six o’clock, hoping to get an hour’s rest before attending a banquet that the mayor of Copenhagen had organized for him at city hall, but the sixty or so international reporters at the hotel wouldn’t hear of it. Cook’s two-thousand-word Herald narrative, published two days earlier, had generated as many questions as it had answered. Some of the extraordinary figures in it demanded clarifying, and for all the talking Cook had done that day, he had yet to address the press corps. The journalists demanded an interview. The irrepressible Stead coaxed Cook into an empty banquet room and kicked off the questioning.

			“So, Doctor, you’ve been to the North Pole?”

			Cook unburied his head from his hands. “I think so.”

			Stead persisted: Had he put his foot right on it?

			Not quite, Cook explained. “I got to where there wasn’t any longitude,” he said. Stead paused. In that case, would it be fair to say that he had been within shooting range of the pole? Yes, Cook answered. Dozens of pencils scratched away.

			Cook claimed to have advanced fifteen miles a day during the final dash to the pole. This was an astonishing rate, and the first detail from his Herald article to be challenged by the assembled newsmen. Cook replied that he had traveled lighter than all other expeditions and used the finest dogs available at Cape York, and that he had found smooth ice and abundant game for much of the way. He had traveled through Axel Heiberg Land, he added, a region recently demystified by the Norwegian explorer Otto Sverdrup—and west of the areas favored by most explorers, including the eminent Robert
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