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The Lost Journals of James Fitzjames

“A suspenseful and enjoyable read.”—Booklist

"Wilson's fictional account has an authentic ring...I grew increasingly fond of Fitzjames, a decent and brave man. As the ghastly end to the adventure approaches, Fitzjames' composure cracks: I suddenly found my heart as well as my head engaged by this story.”—Charlotte Gray, The National Post 

“...a richly re-imagined fable which goes far beyond anything the historical record alone might suggest, though it is carefully researched and never discordant with the glimmers history has left us...We do not so much hear as overhear [Fitzjames's] voice, and like some future explorer coming upon a frozen cache of letters, we bring our own sense of elegy to a correspondence that we know in advance cannot have ended happily...For readers of historical fiction who yearn to sojourn in those 'regions of thick-ribb'd ice' there could be few better companions than Wilson's James Fitzjames.”—Russell A. Potter, The Arctic Book Review

"Wilson has managed to make his invented journal seem authentic and his account of the ill-fated adventures seem plausible...one reads on, fascinated, to the bitter end.”—The Globe and Mail

"North With Franklin is as close an account of the expedition's fate as we are likely to have, at least until Captain Fitzjames’s real journals are found under some Arctic cairn.”—Crawford Kilian, author of The Fall of the Republic and Icequake 

"Meticulously researched...North With Franklin is both entertaining and thought-provoking for readers of historical fiction. Highly recommended.”—Canadian Book Review Annual

"I am helpless before this compelling story. Knowing what happened never makes the story dull or predictable, unless it is the predictability of high tragedy brought on by human error and hubris. You may not be such an incurable romantic as I, but I am prepared to wager that you too will be captivated by Wilson's narrative and find yourself, as I was, reading eagerly to find out when James will record what we know is coming next." - Sherrill Grace, Canadian Literature

[image: Image]
[image: Image]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

The Historical Background
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On April 25, 1848, three men huddled in a wind-blown tent in one of the coldest, most remote places on earth. They were composing a message. One had just trekked four miles to get the paper; another dictated; the third laboriously thawed the ink and wrote the words. Outside, as an incessant wind blew mournfully between piles of clothing and supplies, 102 British officers, sailors and marines made final preparations for a desperate escape. Many were sick. Not one would live to see his home again.

The man writing the message was James Fitzjames, Captain of Her Majesty’s Ship Erebus and second in command of what was left of Sir John Franklin’s once vaunted Arctic Expedition. What was going through his mind? Certainly, the irony of the situation, as the men struggled to survive at a place called Victory Point, would not have been lost on him. Perhaps he also recalled the hope and joy which had surrounded the expedition’s departure from England almost three years earlier.

The date was May 19, 1845. At 10:30 a.m., the Erebus and her sister ship, Terror, slipped from the dock at Greenhithe on the Thames River. Amongst their supplies the two ships carried 136,656 pounds of flour, 32,224 pounds of beef, 3,684 gallons of concentrated spirits—enough for three winters’ survival in the High Arctic. Also on board were the aspirations and expectations of an entire nation.

* * *
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Eighteen-forty-five was a heady time to be alive. Queen Victoria had been on the throne only eight years. England was on the verge of controlling the greatest empire the world had ever seen. It already included Upper and Lower Canada, Cape Colony, New Zealand and coastal strips of Australia. India was but a conglomeration of conquered areas and princely states run as a vast commercial enterprise by the East India Company. Within 50 years, Victoria would be declared Empress of India; and the dominion of Canada, Australia and vast areas of Africa, as well as Malaysia, Singapore and a host of smaller colonies would be added to her Empire.

British ships ruled the trade routes, bringing raw materials to factories in the teeming cities and carrying manufactured goods back to the colonies for sale. Great inventions were announced almost daily. Steam ships and trains carried people and goods farther and faster in more comfort and safety than ever before. The telegraph would soon allow near instant communication between distant points. Every change appeared geared for the better. Surely, the industrial revolution would lead to a perfect world in, at most, a generation or two.

Britain stood supreme. Its military forces had remained unchallenged on land and sea since Waterloo and Trafalgar. Anything must have seemed possible for a man of Fitzjames’ class and background. Only two years earlier, Charles Napier arrived in India with only £2 in his pocket and conquered the entire nation of Sind. Social relations, although rigid by today’s standards, were not yet as fossilized as they would be at century’s end. There was still room enough in the world for an idealistic young adventurer to make his mark.

Of course, most of the men on the Erebus were not of Fitzjames’ class, and must have maintained quite a different outlook on that bright May morning in 1845. The Chartist revolt had only recently pushed Britain to the brink of revolution, its failure only serving to entrench class divisions and delay democracy. Major cholera and typhus epidemics still swept through the filthy, overcrowded streets of major industrial cities. Medical practices, where available, were brutal. Labour was both grindingly monotonous and dangerous. For many, escape meant the even less pleasant system of workhouses and debtors’ prisons or the acceptance of the equally harsh conditions then prevalent aboard the ships of Her Majesty’s Navy.

In 1845, the Industrial Revolution was at its height. Though it supplied advantages to a few, it brought virtual enslavement to most. The great movement from farm to factory was well underway and hundreds of thousands of new workers in London, Manchester and Liverpool saw little of the promise that Fitzjames did. What they did see was an incredible burst of exploration. Many in Britain felt it their nation’s God-given duty to explore and civilize the remote corners of the world, and they supported this goal with enthusiasm. If the working classes could not escape their dark slums and indentured lives, they could at least glimpse a different world through the adventures recounted in newspapers and exhibitions.

Every new geographic and scientific discovery was greeted with wild enthusiasm, and people from all walks of life flocked to see the latest wonders demonstrated and the most recently discovered animal or “savage” displayed. In an era when distant travel took months, even years, the remote corners of the globe were the early Victorians’ equivalent of the moon.

* * *
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John Ross made the first voyage around Baffin Bay in 1818, and his reports encouraged a steady stream of explorers to head north by sea and land. Parry, Back, John Ross and his nephew James, Simpson, and Franklin himself, had all contributed greatly to the knowledge of the north polar lands, and James Ross had spent four years on an epic voyage circumnavigating Antarctica. Much had been achieved by many remarkable men. But one great goal eluded them all—the Northwest Passage. Frobisher, Drake, Hudson, and Cook had all searched, but none had found it.

By 1845, few believed there was a commercially viable route to the Orient through the Arctic waters north of Canada. Only some sixty miles (100 kilometres) of the Northwest Passage actually remained unexplored and sailors’ stories of the harshness of the Arctic climate discouraged most from venturing there for commercial gain. Nonetheless, the lure remained. The completion of the Northwest Passage became a goal in itself, much as the attainment of the south pole would become for Robert Falcon Scott sixty years later. The search captured the public’s imagination, but the discovery itself, would be pointless.

Yet, despite the lure of the Northwest Passage, it was science that really drove Franklin’s 1845 expedition. Magnetism was a relatively poorly understood phenomena which both fascinated and baffled the scientific community. Both the north and south magnetic poles had been located by James Ross in 1831 and 1841 respectively, and Britain, with her sweeping empire, was in an ideal position to complete a network of global readings in an effort to understand magnetism’s planetary significance. A comprehensive suite of accurate readings taken throughout the Arctic would provide a significant piece of this network. Crozier had taken readings with Ross in the Antarctic. Fitzjames would do it with Franklin in the Arctic. A vast collection of botanical, geological, and zoological specimens and astronomical, meteorological, and oceanographic readings could also be collected by an expedition of this size. The potential to dramatically increase scientific knowledge in a large number of fields was therefore very real.

The Franklin expedition that sailed north in 1845 was the greatest and most thoroughly prepared Arctic expedition ever. It would fill in a huge blank spot on the map. But perhaps more important, Franklin and his men were a symbol of escape to those working classes struggling to survive in smoke-blackened factories and squalid, filthy tenements. The vast icy wastes of the north were pure, clean and filled with exotic animals and people. What better place for the Dickensian imagination to sail?

So, in addition to the 129 men and three years’ worth of supplies, the Erebus and Terror carried the vicarious hopes of thousands. This was the ultimate voyage of discovery, the final proof that anything was possible. A tiny bit of Franklin’s success would belong to every Briton who cheered him on. What a shock then, when great expectations began to crumble in the face of the inescapable fact that something had gone horribly wrong.

What did go wrong? What led Fitzjames and the others to desperately abandon their ships which had been their homes for three years, scrawl a hasty note and disappear into the mists of controversy?

The possibility of complete disaster must have been unimaginable to the people back home. No polar expedition before or after Franklin had departed England with such high expectations. Failure was not considered. It would be a great adventure and the dangers only served to heighten the excitement. Franklin’s officers universally expressed naive, almost boyish enthusiasm in their letters sent home from Greenland. They believed the voyage would take only one or at most two seasons. The ships left Disco, on the coast of Greenland, on July 12, 1845, and were last seen late that month by the crews of two whaling ships as they lay anchored to an iceberg, awaiting a fair wind to carry them across Baffin Bay and into Lancaster Sound and the beginning of the Northwest Passage proper. They were never seen by European eyes again.

As no word of Franklin had been received in Britain by the autumn of 1847, the government made plans to mount relief expeditions the following summer. Concern reached a peak in 1849 when not one of these expeditions returned with any news of Franklin’s whereabouts. Public prayers were said. Twenty-thousand pounds were offered to anyone who rescued the missing officers and men. In 1850, five separate expeditions comprising thirteen vessels were engaged in the search. The effort led to the discovery of Franklin’s first wintering site at Beechey Island. This site was important but, oddly, gave no clue as to the subsequent route taken by the original expedition. Thus, the searchers fanned out through the Arctic and, although they added much to the Admiralty Chart, discovered little of Franklin.

The next piece in the puzzle was provided in October of 1854 by Dr. John Rae on his return from an overland expedition to Boothia Peninsula. Although Rae was not specifically searching for Franklin, he collected much telling information including artifacts and stories from local Inuit. The artifacts included the medal Franklin was wearing in the daguerreotype taken of him shortly before he sailed. The stories Rae collected told of disaster, starvation and, least acceptable to Victorian sensibilities, cannibalism. Rae was shouted down by leading contemporaries for supporting the tales told by Arctic “savages.” Charles Dickens asserted on more than one occasion that no British sailor could ever sink to such depths—merely to stay alive. However, Franklin’s ultimate fate was not questioned. The Admiralty declared the explorers dead. The case was closed in January, 1856.

Not so willing to give up the search was Franklin’s widow, Lady Jane, a strong personality who had been badgering the navy for years to increase its rescue efforts. Using her own money, she outfitted a small expedition led by Francis McClintock. It sailed from Aberdeen in the yacht Fox on July 2, 1857, but was beset in ice and drifted the full length of Baffin Bay during the winter of 1857-8. After a second summer, the party settled into winter quarters in the ice off the eastern end of Bellot Strait (referred to by Fitzjames as Crozier Strait).

In the spring of 1859, McClintock led a sledging party to King William Island, the area indicated in Rae’s stories as the scene of disaster. Here, McClintock collected many artifacts and Inuit stories. Along the western shore of the island he discovered the first in-situ evidence of Franklin’s fate after 1846: abandoned boats, discarded equipment, and weathered bones. At Victory Point, the farthest west attained by James Ross in 1830, McClintock’s men found a huge cache of supplies: piles of clothes four feet high, complete medical chests, and lightning rods. They also found Fitzjames’ note, sealed in a tin can and buried in a cairn of stones.

The note was actually two separate messages. The first had been written in May of 1847 and had been deposited by Lieutenant Graham Gore as he led Mate Charles Frederick Des Voeux and six men on a sledging expedition to complete the last sixty miles of the Northwest Passage. It ended with the cheery declaration, “All Well.”

The second message, written around the margins of the first, had been composed in the wind-blown tent in April, 1848. All was not well. Franklin was dead, a bare three weeks after Gore built his cairn. So were eight other officers, including Gore and probably Des Voeux, and fifteen men. Crozier was in command and both ships had been abandoned in the ice. The 105 survivors were ashore and, as Crozier added—apparently as an afterthought below his own signature—his men were striking out to the south for Back’s Fish River the following day.

The second message was written in appalling conditions by desperate men. For almost a century and a half, people have examined it in detail hoping to discover the real intentions of Crozier and Fitzjames. Why were the ships abandoned so early in the year? Had they been crushed? Why did the crew bring such an assortment of apparently useless things with them? Why were they heading to Back’s Fish River and, presumably, on across the vast Barren Lands to some distant fur-trading post?

Everyone had their own answers to these questions: the officers were inflexible, hidebound martinets incapable of adjusting to circumstance; the canned food was bad and the men were starving; scurvy was rampant; and most recently, the canned food was contaminated with lead, the ingestion of which caused dementia and impaired the officers’ judgment. Despite all the speculation, no-one seriously challenged McClintock’s original interpretation. He held that the crews abandoned useless equipment as they struggled south, weakening and dying as they went. This explained the abandoned supplies, scattered bodies and boats. Later discoveries of more bones and abandoned boats at Starvation Cove on the Adelaide Peninsula merely indicated the farthest reach of the desperate men. McClintock’s arguments were neat and tidy.

Except things were not so clear cut. Why was the boat sled that McClintock discovered pointing back to the ships and not, more logically, the other way? How did Lieutenant Irving come to be buried at Victory Point when he was obviously alive when the crews set off to the south? (Irving was the officer in the tent who had trekked four miles to fetch the piece of writing paper.) Why did so many of the Inuit stories collected by Charles Francis Hall in the 1860’s not fit the common belief that all the sailors died on King William Island in 1848?

It was a terrible, mysterious tragedy that fired the Victorian imagination. The hopes that had gone with Franklin were lost with his ships. How was such a thing possible? The nation’s best had been found wanting. Courage combined with the latest technology had not been enough. Perhaps the future was not so easily tamed. Not until the sinking of the Titanic six decades later would England’s confidence in technology’s control over nature again be so shaken.

But what of the personal tragedies? There were, after all, 129 men and 129 losses. Of Sir John Franklin, we know a great deal. He was already famous in 1845. But of Fitzjames, we know less.

* * *
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James Fitzjames was born on July 27, 1813 in Rio de Janeiro. Many conflicting tales surround his mysterious background, but he may well have been the illegitimate son of Sir James Gambier, a minor diplomat in Brazil. As an infant, Fitzjames was given into the care of the Reverend Robert Coningham and his wife, who accepted the boy and provided for him as if he were one of his own. Coningham was moderately well-off and well connected to the ruling class of his day. In fact, it was Coningham who secured James his first navy posting in 1825 and whose connections hastened his nephew’s early advancement. James developed a close relationship with Coningham’s son, William, whom he regarded as a brother and with whom he corresponded throughout his life. It is to William’s young wife Elizabeth, “the wife of him I love best,” that the Fitzjames journal is addressed.

Fitzjames joined the navy as a ship’s boy where he served unremarkably for nine years on various vessels and progressively rose in rank from midshipman to mate. (A young man destined for a commission learned the ropes as a Ship’s Boy. This was different from a Cabin Boy who was essentially an officer’s servant and could rise no higher than a senior crew member.) In 1834, he was selected to join the Chesney expedition to the Euphrates to ascertain whether the river was navigable and could hence form a link in the overland route to India, a vital Imperial artery in the days before the Suez Canal. While in Liverpool, preparing to set off for the Middle East, Fitzjames risked his life in extremely dangerous waters to save a drowning Customs House official. He was granted the Freedom of the City of Liverpool in consequence and awarded silver medals by the London Shipwreck Institute and the Royal Humane Society.

The Euphrates Expedition proved no less exciting for Fitzjames. It involved the extremely difficult and dangerous transport of two disassembled steamers across the Syrian Desert, and their assembly and subsequent descent of the river. One steamer was wrecked on the journey, but the other with Fitzjames aboard reached the Persian Gulf safely.

Fitzjames was promoted to the rank of Lieutenant on his return and was posted to H.M.S. Ganges. He took part in the bombardment of Muhammed Ali’s coastal fortresses in Syria and the Lebanon in 1840. During this time, he served with James Walter Fairholme, a man he much admired. In May 1841, Fitzjames sailed for the Opium War in China aboard the flagship H.M.S. Cornwallis. He served with distinction in this conflict, commanding a rocket brigade at Chusan and participating in the storming of the Bogue Forts. He received a wound at the capture of Ching-Kiang-Foo.

Fitzjames made the acquaintance of several officers in China, including George Henry Hodgson, Charles Frederick Des Voeux, Henry Thomas Dundas Le Vesconte, and Surgeon Stephen Samuel Stanley These men would later accompany him to the Arctic. On December 23, 1842, Fitzjames was promoted to the rank of Commander and appointed to H.M.S. Clio in which he served until October 1844 with Le Vesconte as his second in command.

After leaving the Clio, Fitzjames was recommended for overall command of the upcoming Arctic expedition but was passed over due to his youth and lack of experience in icebound waters. He was instead appointed commander of H.M.S. Erebus, third in command after Franklin and Crozier. Crozier was absent in Italy during the early part of 1845 and Fitzjames was given the task of selecting and recommending officers and crew. His election accounts for the preponderance of his friends and previous shipmates among the officers of the Erebus.

Fitzjames’ career was remarkably successful given the overabundance of naval officers in the years following the Napoleonic Wars. Most officers languished at home on half-pay with little or no hope of finding a post or receiving promotion. Yet Fitzjames was continuously employed and advanced fairly rapidly. In fact, he was promoted to full Captain in December 1845 after he sailed for the Arctic. Had he survived, he would undoubtedly have experienced a long and distinguished career in the navy.

The conditions on board the Erebus and Terror would have been better than on the larger ships of the line Fitzjames was used to. There would have been overcrowding, certainly, especially at the start of the voyage. But the ships’ complements were small enough (sixty-seven aboard Erebus and sixty-two aboard Terror on leaving Greenland), and the task so focused, that a certain camaraderie would have developed. The crews were also hand-picked. Many of the sailors were whalers from the ports of Hull and Peterhead or the Orkney Islands. Contact between officers and men (“people” as they were called on navy ships) was also probably more prevalent than on most other vessels, and Franklin had a reputation for keeping a relaxed, easy-going command. Yet, class barriers, especially between rough sailors and the young, educated officers, would have been surmountable only on the most superficial levels. Nonetheless, all on board would have been bound by a common feeling that they were participating in a great endeavour.

Written records by sailors are extremely rare, but the officers of the day wrote voluminously. James Fitzjames was a prolific letter writer throughout his life, recording his hopes and experiences for his family and friends in England. In fact, his journal to Elizabeth is written in the form of an extended letter. The first part he sent back in the supply ship from Disco. The rest was lost with the expedition. The Inuit told Hall that, in the wake of the disaster, they found papers beside the dead Europeans scattered over their lands. With no written language, no use for the papers, and no knowledge of their import, the Inuit gave the letters to their children as playthings. These were soon destroyed. Perhaps this was the fate of Fitzjames’ journals. Or perhaps they lie wrapped in canvas in a shallow pit beside a collapsed shelter and some lonely bones.

In any case, they once existed and might have read much like this book.

* * *
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North with Franklin has been a labour of love. From the moment I read the surviving fragment of the journals of James Fitzjames, I knew I would have to tell the rest of his story. From the onset, I felt a close kinship to the man. I would have liked little more than to meet him over a glass of port and discuss his world and mine. So I read his letters and the letters of his friends. I read the books he would have read and marvelled at the inventions that changed his world. I researched his culture and immersed myself in his life and times. I read the stories the Inuit told Hall and others of their encounters with Franklin’s men alive and dead. James Fitzjames became my friend. The writing of this journal, more than a century and a half after he dipped his quill pen into ink, has been more than recreation, it was rediscovery; the uncovering of a voice long silent and a glimpse into the mind of a man who lived and died in a world very different from our own.

The journal you hold begins when Fitzjames leaves Greenland and offers a final good-bye to civilization. It is speculation based on what we know, with one major liberty taken. Scattered through the first few weeks of the chronology, and out of context, are segments of the original journal Fitzjames sent to Elizabeth from Disco. A sanitized version was published in The Nautical Magazine in 1852 and as a pamphlet by William Coningham around this same time. The original, in Fitzjames’ hand, exists on microfilm in the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge, England.

I include these extracts for two reasons. First, to keep me honest and ensure that I remain true to the original voice. Second, to allow Fitzjames his say, directly. His story and his words, however few, must be given a place.

Bringing Fitzjames back to life was my primary purpose but, implicit in this task was an attempt to explain the mysterious fate of Franklin and his men. For this purpose I used the published Inuit testimony where it conformed to a coherent narrative. The trip to Back’s Fish River was not an escape, but a desperate hunting trip to secure food and keep scurvy at bay. Despite illness still haunting the sailors (probably due to advanced lead poisoning amongst some of the men), one of the ships was remanned by a portion of the crew and sailed farther south. Not everyone died in 1848 and some, at least, escaped as far as the western shores of Prince Regent Inlet, the spot where Fitzjames died in 1849. Since this is Fitzjames’ story, I make no attempt to explain what happened to the other parties who split off in 1848.

Fitzjames leaves the journal wrapped in sailcloth and cached somewhere on the western shore of Prince Regent Inlet in the summer of 1849. It is conceivable that such a document could survive the years. That no physical remains have been found is less important than the survival of the voice of James Fitzjames. Rediscovered here, it gives us a window through which we can glimpse the flickering ghosts of a vanished time.

This is a work of plausible fiction, although the recent discoveries of the wrecks of the Erebus and Terror and the ongoing recovery of the wealth of artifacts on board each vessel will undoubtedly radically change our perspective on the course of the disaster. Since my primary objects are, to bring Fitzjames to life on the page and to create an engaging narrative, I have made no attempt to update the story from the original text published first in 1999. Recent discoveries would only require minor changes and would, in any case, certainly be overtaken by future research into the wrecks. If my tale is true to my friend, James Fitzjames, I am happy.
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Summer, 1845
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Her Majesty’s Ship Erebus, off the coast of Greenland,

Sunday, July 13, 1845, 11 p.m.

My Dearest Elizabeth,

We are begun. All the endless preparation is done. The supplies are loaded and we have said a last farewell to civilization, or what passes for it in this barren land. We weighed anchor on the tide last night, beneath the most beautiful clear sky you could imagine. The sea was as flat as a glass and peppered with a most remarkable assortment of icebergs which shone on the horizon like a twelfth cake with each occasional gleam of the midnight sun. This really is the most extraordinary of lands we have entered.

Around eight the wind picked up and has moved us quite briskly northwards all day. There was some discussion before we sailed as to whether we should head straight across Baffin’s Bay to Lancaster Sound or sail north and around the top of the ice. A Dane from Lievely who had married an Esquimaux came over to visit us at Disco and indicated that this was the one of the mildest seasons and earliest summers ever known in these lands. We are presented with a very open year for ice, but the pack—as a solid mass of sea ice is called—can still be a formidable obstacle in the centre of the bay.

It was decided that we should sail north along the coast in the direction of Cape York and yet be prepared to take advantage of any favourable winds or intelligence from the whalers we shall meet. It is generally agreed that we shall be in time if we reach Lancaster Sound by the first of August or thereabouts. Everyone is very sanguine about our prospects and I wrote to William that I would shake hands with him on February 22nd next.

Yet, I cannot stop myself from wishing for some small hindrance to keep us in this land for a winter—we have ample supplies for three years and our scientific work would benefit greatly from the extra time. I do not think one can get to know this place without experiencing it when the sun is both never down and eternally set. So if I am not back with you as my promise to William, do not fret for I shall be enjoying myself in complete security and comfort.

My dear sister—for thus I think of you just as I think of William as my brother—and wife of him I love best; I leave you knowing you as a person and no longer a mere description in one of William’s letters. I feel the parting from you full as much as from William—and of course the children. I am often to be found taking much pleasure in the remembrance of my little friends. My time on land between the Clio’s return and this leaving was so brief, and busy, that I scarce had time to do one quarter of the things I had promised myself. My memories are too much filled with details of supplies and crew lists and the like. However, foremost in my mind is the short time I had to become acquainted with Elisabeth and Robert. Their visit to the Erebus at Greenhithe breathed a fresh draught of life into the dull air of a sailor at dock with their eternal questions concerning every knot and billhook they espied. In particular, Elisabeth’s opinion that the rigging made the ship look as if it were held in the web of a spider and her scream of fright when she stumbled over a coil of rope which she mistook for a snake shall make me eternally look upon the tools of my trade with fresh eyes.

Perhaps you will think I am foolish to care for little children—but so it is. I was as much pleased with little Elisabeth’s expressions of regard—exaggerated though they were—as I should have been with the more studied and carefully phrased, but perhaps less genuine expressions, of grown up people.

I hope to celebrate Elisabeth’s birthday (this one or the next) in Behring’s Strait or close by it. Little Robert, the son and heir, will be three or four by then and I promise I shall find time to devote to my Godfatherly duties.

After all your anxiety that I should keep a journal for your especial perusal and here I am already rambling on and wearing out the porcupine quill. But I have never been one to waste the hours lying abed more than necessary and can always find some dark corner of the night in which to put down my thoughts. Indeed, I have managed to keep up my official journal which I will submit to the Admiralty upon our return, but it is dry piece of work talking in the same official voice of all our doings from the weather to a man being flogged. Not fit reading for a lady fair, so I shall use it only to refresh my overfilled memory. These writings will be mere notes to please you, of such things as may strike me, either in the form of a letter, or in any other form that might at the time suit my fancy. So I do not feel obliged to fill a page every day. To keep my thoughts fresh I shall not read over what I have written, so you must excuse all inaccuracies.

And so having made a beginning and my excuses I will to bed. I wind up this and call it a letter just for the sake of adding that I am as ever your affectionate friend and almost brother, James Fitzjames.

July 14—A fine day and we make steady progress. The air hereabouts has the clarity of desert air, but with a cold sharpness I have not experienced before. It is most refreshing to both nose and eye, imparting a hard-clarity to the views which I have never perceived through the soft, moisture-laden air of England.

The coast of Greenland is in sight—a rugged place of black rock cut by white furrows and ravines of snow and some of the most magnificent glaciers the equal of any in Switzerland. The whole is canopied with a mass of clouds and mist. In bold relief, at the foot of this black mass, the most fantastically formed and perfectly white bergs shine out. Grand scenery, but desolate beyond expression.

Our time at Disco was longer than we had hoped, the off-loading of the transport being a more arduous undertaking than expected—but we used the time to advantage. We commenced by beating up to the Whalefish Islands, which are in the bay formed by the south end of Disco and the mainland. There we planned to clear the transport. By some mistake, Reid, our Ice-Master, fancied we were wrong, and led us away up to the end of the bay, thirty miles to the mouth of Waigat Channel. It was not an auspicious beginning for our expert on the ice conditions of this land, but no harm was done. In fact, the wind favoured us right around the bay which was full of the most glorious icebergs packed close along the shore. But for the loss of a morning, it would have been the most delightful sail. I went on board the Terror that evening, and found Crozier aware of the mistake. He fancied we had given up the idea of going to the Whalefish Islands. It was around midnight that we finally ran into a bay. Of course, the sun was up all this time, it being almost as bright at midnight as at noon.

We were met by five of the local Esquimaux, in the smallest possible canoes, all in a row. The two going ahead kept near the ship and piloted her into a safe place among the rocks, where we moored in a channel just four times the ship’s breadth, and perfectly landlocked. Feeling brave the following day, I resolved to try one of the Esquimaux craft. They are very small and necessitate the removal of trousers to enter them. I paddled about happily for some time but at last over I went and remained there, upside down in a most undignified position until rescued.

One of the party gave a quite remarkable display of skill in repeatedly severing a weighted string hung over the stern from a distance of several boat lengths with nothing more than a type of small throwing dart which they use to bring down birds in flight.

The Esquimaux have the most unusual aspect, being short and stocky, like folk used to a life of hard labour. They have very flat and wide faces. Some resemble a type of face I came across in China to such a degree that it made me wonder on the origins of these odd people. Many came aboard and traded for whatever they could. They were particularly taken with any metal which they could fashion into spear points. In exchange they offered many items made of sealskin. Our crew almost universally smoke clay pipes and many obtained tobacco pouches from the natives who, although they do not much use tobacco themselves, make the pouches for trade with passing vessels. It seems the European influence on these lands extends to establishing new trade customs.

Crozier went quite overboard and kitted himself out with a complete outfit of native clothing. It consists of a shapeless jacket and pair of leggings, cunningly sewn from the complete skins of several local deer and still bearing the distinct aroma of the wilds. He also procured a pair of skin boots, or mukluks as they are called. I cannot imagine what he will do with this clothing or how strange he will look in the Strand dressed—and smelling—like an Esquimaux. When I joked him about it, he replied with a serious explanation of the principles by which air is trapped in layers beneath the clothing and, warmed by the body at the centre, serves to protect the wearer from the extremes of the local climate. He even went so far as to explain to me that the Esquimaux have been living in these lands, in all probability, since before Caesar conquered Britain and, for all their savage appearance, must have learned something of adapting to its vagaries. He really can be quite humourless at times. None-the-less, I could not deny the natives a superior skill to mine in the handling of their small craft.

I used this time to take magnetic readings with an early version of the ‘Fox,’ which we find quite cumbersome and awkward to use. Still, we must make what we can of it as there is no scientific supplier in these parts. I was frequently very wet and cold at this work; but plunging into cold water, when I got on board, made me quite warm. I could not help thinking of the Frenchman who, after a long account of the misery of the rain and fogs of England, wound up with—‘Pour quitter ce triste sol je m’embarque à Liverpool.’

The land of Disco was bold, black, and topped with snow. The seas were covered with bits of ice, which rushed through the channel as they broke away from the icebergs with a noise like thunder. Every man was allowed on shore and they ran about for a sort of holiday, getting eider duck’s eggs, &c; we collected some very curious mosses and plants, also shells. Le Vesconte and I spent a day on a small island surveying. It was very satisfactory to me that he took to surveying, as I said he would. Sir John was much pleased with him.

I also spent a day on land with Fairholme measuring angles of the magnetic lines of force of our dear old Earth. It is important work, but tedious in the extreme as it involves sitting for long hours in a little square wooden house recording minute variations in the movements of a tiny, suspended needle. To add to our woes, we were continually bitten by very large mosquitoes and I fancy we each lost some pounds of flesh. I have saved you one of the beasts.

Both the Erebus and the Terror are very heavily laden, the Terror less so since she left some supplies in Disco. The Erebus is, without doubt, the sturdiest ship I have ever been on. She is not overly large, being 370 tons to the Terror’s 340. Both ships are ‘Bomb’ vessels, built solidly at first to carry the mortar cannons that were used to bombard Napoleon’s coastal fortifications.

Oddly the Terror is the very same vessel I rescued south of Lisbon when I was a lowly fifteen-year-old first class on the old Pyramus in 1828. We found her seventy miles south of the detestable hole we were blockading. She lay on a bed of sand surrounded by rocks with the surf beating over her tremendously—her crew living in tents and six other merchantmen wrecked nearby. She was refloated and towed back to England, very leaky and with the pumps working continuously. I thought then she would see no more service in His Majesty’s Navy yet here she is on this new adventure.

Both ships were much strengthened for the ice they encountered while with James Ross in the Antarctic, and they have been further strengthened with oak beams and iron hull sheathing for this endeavour.

We draw some seventeen feet fully laden which a few feel might handicap the work we have ahead of us. Thomas Blanky, the Ice-Master on Terror, was with John Ross from 1829 to 33 and saw as much as any man of the kind of waters we must navigate. He has expressed the opinion privately—but what can remain private in the confines of a ship at sea—that the waters are shoaly and treacherous and that we would have done well to bring a small yacht with us to take out if the going got tight. I think he worries overly for our aim is to sail through the open spaces near Banks Land and, when possible keep well clear of narrow passages which may well be ice-clogged traps.

Both ships are very full with three years’ provisions and coals for the engine. The engine on Erebus takes up space most inconveniently. It is an entire locomotive (which but a few months ago was running on the Greenwich line) with only the wheels removed and set by crane in our aft hold. It weighs fifteen tons and its bulk makes passage below deck quite a trial at times. Many of the crew are not to be convinced of its import, especially as it can only push us along at a poor three or four knots. Still, I am certain we shall have reason to be thankful for such foresight when we have need of a push through the ice and the wind is uncertain or contrary.

Some men of vision, Sir John Ross among them, even talk of a day when flotillas of ships powered by steam boiler alone will conclude all recourse to sail. It is a stirring idea especially given Ross’s unfortunate experiences when he had to dismantle and dump the unworkable engines from his Victory at Felix Harbour in 1829. Yet perhaps he is right for certainly the steamer Rattler was of great assistance to us on our way to the Orkneys. Perhaps the day will come when we see the great navies and merchant fleets of the world steaming around the globe without a care for the movements of wind and tide! For all that they may change our world, the engines are, as Irving on the Terror says of their trials, prone to make the most dreadful puffings and screamings and will undoubtedly astound the Esquimaux not a little.

Meanwhile, our deck is covered with coal piled chest high and casks of food and liquor, and there is but a narrow pathway fore and aft which must look to the untrained eye as if it winds around like fallen knitting wool, yet which in fact defines the most convenient routes that the crew must take as they go about their sometimes complex tasks.

We sit very low and the two ships handle rather like logs in the water. You will please picture to yourself our having a smooth passage between the icebergs for we had enough rolling and pitching on our way across the Atlantic to last us all the voyage. The old Terror pitched so much she appeared as if tossed around by some playful undersea serpent—but no doubt we appear to do likewise from her decks. We can only hope that we do not meet with an unseasonable gale before we make Lancaster Sound and the opening of the passage.

I have no fear but that we shall complete the passage before we have time enough for scientific work and adventure, and if we do not, what wrong can befall us? Since Parry revived our English claim to these northern lands in 1818, all the expeditions, even those that met with misfortune, have lost but a handful of men, and most of those through accident or some pre-existing medical condition. Surgeon Stanley had to invalid one man home from the Whalefish Islands and Peddie did the same for two in addition to both the Terror’s Armourer and Sailmaker who Crozier classified as “perfectly useless either at their trade or anything else.” So we are now 129 hardy souls in two of the sturdiest ships ever to set sail. We have the best of supplies and the keenest hearts that could ever be wanted. How can we not succeed?

But here I am rambling on about hearts of oak when all you want to hear is gossip of my shipmates and stirring tales of adventure. All I can pass on in this regard is that our Purser, Osmer, beat me soundly at chess this evening. I pray the voyage is long enough so that I may improve to such sufficient degree that I might take a game or two from him before we reach home.

July 15-16—I was beginning to write last night, but the ship was tumbling about to such an extent that I went to bed but had to turn out again immediately and get the top-sails reefed, as it blew very hard in squalls. The ship pitched about as much as I ever witnessed. Reid is a most extraordinary rustic and prognosticates endlessly on all manner of topics, nautical and otherwise. After the experience at Disco I am disinclined to give much weight to his sayings, but they are undoubtedly quaint and sometimes amusing. Today he was saying that he does not like to see the wind “seeking a corner to blow into,” and followed this with a rough comment on the impracticality of kilt wearing in windy climates.

The weather moderated this morning, and all day we have had little wind and tolerably smooth sea. This allowed us to get the proper ‘crow’s-nest’ up. The construction is a hooped canvas cylinder attached at the main-top-gallant-masthead (if you know where that is). According to Reid, who will have the peculiar privilege of being perched up there to search out channels through the ice, this particular crow’s nest is a very expensive one.

Blanky on the Terror proclaims this to be a very open season, much like the one he experienced when he sailed these waters in 1829 with old Captain John Ross. Of course the weather cannot be taken as a good luck omen since Ross and his crew spent four years trapped in the ice and were given up for dead before they were rescued. But you need have no fears for us. I am told by Osmer that we could easily make supplies last a farther one or even two years taking no account of what fresh meat we might obtain with musket and ball.

Osmer is a delightful fellow. He was with Beechey in the Blossom in 1821 when they went to Behring’s Strait to look out for Franklin. At the time Sir John was surveying the north coast of America, and was within 150 miles of Beechey; Osmer was also at Petro Paulowski in Kamschatka, where I hope to go, and served since on the lakes of Canada. It is said that if the Purser is plump then the crew eat well. If there is any truth in this saying then we will surely benefit for Osmer is almost as broad as he is tall and his skin exudes a most ruddy glow. I was at first inclined to think him a stupid old man, because he has chins, takes snuff, and has an extraordinary nose; but he is as merry-hearted as any young man, full of quaint dry sayings, always good humoured, always laughing, never a bore, takes his ‘pinch after dinner,’ plays a ‘rubber,’ and beats me at chess—and, he is a gentleman.

By the time you have read a quarter of this poor document you will have a fit picture of all my messmates. We have the following whom I have or shall from time to time give you descriptions:—First Lieutenant, Gore; Second, Le Vesconte; Third, Fairholme; Purser, Osmer; Surgeon, Stanley; Assistant-Surgeon, Goodsir; Ice-Master (so called), Reid; Mates, Sargent, Des Voeux, Couch; Second Master, Collins; Commander, of himself you know better; and over us all, Sir John Franklin, the hero of so many past adventures in the lonely and unexplored regions of the world. But for now I must to bed. Good night sister.

July 17—A wonderful clear evening. Osmer came from on deck dancing with an imaginary skipping-rope. I said to him, “What a happy fellow you are, always in good humour.” His answer was, “Well, sir, if I am not happy here, I don’t know where else I could be.”

He has an extraordinary facility to remember and recount the details of our provisions, and we take comfort in having him recite what will keep us from want in the months to come.

“Why, sirs,” he says, “we need fear nothing. We have sixty-one tons of flour; sixteen tons of biscuits; fourteen tons each of salt beef and pork; ten and one-half tons of sugar; nine tons of concentrated soup; four tons of chocolate; three tons of tobacco; a ton each of tea, soap and candles; 8,000 cans of preserved meat, soup and vegetables; 3,684 gallons of liquor; 900 gallons of lemon juice; 170 gallons of cranberries; and 200 pounds of pepper to season it all.”

Of course all this is supplemented by the personal supplies that all of the officers have brought aboard and we look forward with some anticipation to the treats which will, on occasion, grace our mess table. For myself, these personal supplies are modest, comprising some ox tongue, crystallized fruit, Abernethy’s crackers, and of course the preserved goose you and William so kindly furnished.

Our victualling schedule for the men will be one pound biscuit or flour; two and one-half ounces sugar; one-quarter ounce tea; one ounce chocolate; and one ounce lemon juice per day; one-half pound preserved meat every second day and three-quarters pound each of salt beef and pork, and one pint of soup twice a week. Surgeon Stanley is of the opinion that the preserved meat should be fed preferentially to the sick, and I tend to agree. We also carried ten live oxen, but they were slaughtered at Disco with the intention of freezing the meat but the unseasonably warm weather has meant that we have had to eat it as quickly as possible. At least the beasts provided us with a few meals of fresh meat to remember in the months of salt beef to come. As important as the food for the body, we carry food for the mind in our library of 1,700 books. They will make these Arctic nights pass with alacrity.

It is now well past the witching hour and with thoughts of giant hams and Milton dancing in my brain, I must extinguish the candle.

July 18—Passed within hailing of a whaler today. She confirmed the openness of the ice and stated that we should have no difficulty in the crossing if we should only catch a fair wind. For the moment it still leads us north toward Cape York.

I wish I could convey to you a just idea of the immense stock of good feeling, good humour, and real kindliness of heart which fills our small mess. We are very happy, and our opinion of Sir John improves very much as we come to know more of him. He is anything but nervous or fidgety; in fact, I should say remarkable for energetic decisions in sudden emergencies; but I should think he might be easily persuaded where he has not already formed a strong opinion.

As you know, the rumours abounded in Admiralty circles in England that the first choice to command this expedition was James Ross, but that he turned it down because of the exhaustion he felt after four years battling the icy southern ocean on his magnificent circumnavigation of the South Polar Lands. He also harboured a quite natural desire to share time with his young wife and family. Sir John had just returned from his unhappy experiences in Van Diemen’s Land and was, I believe, anxious to undertake some action whereby he might restore his reputation so unjustly slandered by the colonials and escape the worries of political circumstance. He was the most senior Arctic officer available having led two extraordinary expeditions to explore the coast of America. Sir John also commanded the Trent on Buchan’s attempt to reach the Pole in 1818. The only hindrance against him was his age of fifty-eight which is considered excessive by some, including a few of the junior officers on this expedition. But any grumblings have vanished. Sir John is a remarkable man and, if anyone is to lead us through this adventure, it must surely be he.

I dine with Sir John each evening the weather permits and he also enjoys the nightly company of two others from the mess. This evening I was present with Gore and Le Vesconte, and we discussed our orders.

“We must make all haste,” Sir John began, “through Lancaster Sound and Barrow Strait to Cape Walker. From there we shall set course to the southwest and sail through the uncharted waters between Banks and Victoria Lands. I hope to emerge on the coast of the Americas near Point Turnagain and from there make Behring’s Strait in good order.”

“You do not hold then,” Gore asked, “with the theory that an as yet undiscovered land fills that part of the globe?”

“I know not,” Sir John smiled. “There may be land there as you say, but it will not be of one piece—we shall find a way around it. Simpson and Dease traversed the coast almost to the foot of Prince Regent Inlet and I am confident there must be a way through to the coast, possibly several.”

“What of the northern route across the Polar Ocean?” interjected Le Vesconte. He is of the school, led by Barrow, which believes in an open ocean lying to the far north and that if only the rim of drifting pack ice around it is penetrated, a short, clear route to the Orient will be found. Like many neophytes, Le Vesconte has boundless enthusiasm for his beliefs and expounds upon them at the least provocation.

“If,” said Sir John with heavy emphasis, “after our best attempts, we find the southern route to be blocked by ice or land, then we shall turn north and try to find a way east by Wellington Channel. Our orders are very clear and we shall follow them to the best of our ability, regardless of what unsupported theories are currently in vogue in some quarters of the Admiralty.”

Poor Le Vesconte looked crushed, but said nothing more. I felt sympathy for him, but he was well aware, as are we all, how Sir John feels about Barrow’s theories. Le Vesconte was asking for a rebuff in bringing up the topic.

The fair wind continues and we are making some seven knots, good for these vessels. The sea is tolerably smooth, though we do roll a little; but this ship has the happy facility of being very steady below, though from on deck, she appears to be plunging and rolling greatly. Already we are becoming fond of the old Erebus. She is what is commonly known in the service as a ‘happy ship,’ not least the result of the cheerful community we are developing aboard her. I sometimes miss the community on land, not least the company of yourself, William and the little ones, but to belong to a band of fellows engaged as we are in one laudable purpose and confined in a small area with but the vastness of the natural world surrounding, is a situation which cannot be reproduced elsewhere. My new world fosters such joy that I cannot help but be satisfied with the life I have chosen.

I sometimes think that in any case I am not fitted for what is commonly called society—by this I mean tea and bread and butter society—and that I am much better in a position of the sort I now occupy than dallying about in the humbugging world. This is all to say that your roving brother-in-spirit is content with his lot despite only being with you in thought, which I most assuredly am. Good night.

July 19—The life below these cold waters is quite extraordinarily plentiful and is providing continual delight for Goodsir who, though an Æsculapian by trade and lately curator of the Edinburgh College of Surgeons, is only truly happy in the presence of some unusual or hitherto unknown denizen of the natural world. He is a splendidly entertaining fellow and has the useful facility of being able to impart his enthusiasm to any idle hands he comes across and to make them uncomplainingly aid him in his explorations. He is what I believe is called ‘canny.’ His upper lip projects beyond his lower and his lower begins his chin thus producing a gradation, but a whisker comes down beyond the chin so you imagine there is more of the chin than meets the eye. He is long and straight (like a can of pump water) and walks upright—on his toes, with his hands tucked up in his jacket pockets. He is perfectly good humoured, very well informed on general points, in natural history learned, appears to be about twenty-eight years of age, laughs delightfully, cannot be in a passion, is enthusiastic about all ‘ologies, draws the insides of microscopic animals with an imaginary-pointed pencil, catches phenomena in a bucket, looks at the thermometer and every other meter, is a pleasant companion—in all an acquisition to the mess. So much for the appearance of Mister Goodsir.

This evening he held us all in thrall with tales of his attic domicile in Lothian Street, Edinburgh which he termed ‘The Barracks.’ “It was rented,” he said, “for the princely sum of £17 per annum. As I recall, I shared it with my two brothers, two fellow doctors, a monkey, tortoise, dog, cat, eagle, king crab, chameleon, and various assorted guinea pigs, birds, fish and amphibians, not all of whom helped with the rental, and some of whom were a considerable surprise to the other residents of the house.

“When one of our non-human guests passed on as nature intended, we would, in the name of science, dissect and study it. Naturally an assortment of skins could always be found hanging to dry in all manner of corners.

“It was the ideal setting for the free expression of opinions in the numerous and sometimes heated debates we undertook on scientific, political and moral matters. On occasion, we drew outsiders into our discussions. Once even that famous man of science Louis Agassiz. The discussion that night was warm enough to melt even the great sheets of ice that our learned visitor believes once covered all of Europe.”

We were no less entertained by Goodsir’s descriptions of some of the more eccentric professors at the college including the eminent man Harald Redvers who was in the habit of continually eating cranberry tarts throughout his lectures and of stopping in mid-expostulation and staring out the window for periods of several minutes while his students sat with pens poised and struggled to prevent their eyelids from drooping too far.

Goodsir is very much in favour of new ideas in science and, in this way, occasionally comes into conflict with Stanley who is more of the old school. The other day, the pair became quite heated in a discussion of the propagation of that scourge of our cities—cholera.

“Impure air—” said Stanley, expressing the traditional view, “there can be no doubt that during an epidemic, a ‘cholera cloud’ hangs over an infected city. Inhalation of the miasma affects the lungs, turns the blood the characteristic black colour one often observes, and the patient is killed by asphyxiation. The purging and vomiting which accompany the progress of the disease are but secondary symptoms.”

This was all presented in almost biblical tones and brooked no dispute. However, Goodsir disagreed.

“Well,” he said after a pause for thought, “an increasing amount of scientific study suggests that the disorders of the bowels in cholera are primary. This would indicate that the bowel is the site of initial infection. If so, then the cholera must be passed through something ingested, impure water perhaps.”

Stanley only grunted, and the discussion remained somewhat academic until Goodsir, perhaps injudiciously, said, “The worst thing is the harm done by old-fashioned treatments. Warm baths, bleeding and the administration of brandy, calomel, and opium are less than useless and only worsen the patient’s condition. A far more logical approach would be the replacement of the lost bodily fluids through the injection of a salt solution to the bloodstream.”

“Rubbish!” Stanley scoffed. “Unsupported, modern nonsense. Contaminated water is bad enough, but to suggest injections when the patient is in an extreme condition borders on the lunatic.”

I am not qualified to judge, but, as Goodsir put it, his ideas appeared to warrant more attention. In any case, it is only Stanley who grumbles at Goodsir. To the rest of us he remains a delight.

Today we pulled up enough codfish for a good feed or two for all hands, and we bring up more starfish, shells and other curiosities than even Goodsir can accommodate. This evening I sat up trying to read a watch by the light of certain blubbers which are remarkably jelly-like and which emit a bright phosphorescent light when shaken in a basin. As a practical method of illumination they will never supplant the gas light, but as a novel illustration of the varied wonders of the natural world, they more than suffice.

Of the larger life, we commonly see whales and porpoises dancing about the ship. The most unusual are the ‘bottle noses,’ a species of whale, about twenty-eight feet long; their heads are very peculiar, and unless they are so close as to see their beak under water, one fancies their foreheads are snouts poking above the water. Walruses are also very common at times. Sometimes we see shoals of several hundred, tumbling over one another, diving and splashing with their fins and tails, and looking at us with their grim, solemn-looking countenances and small heads all bewhiskered and betusked. They look so serious that Goodsir suggested, jokingly I trust (but then






































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
'HE LOST JOURNALS O]
JAMES FITZJAMES

JOHN WILSON





d2d_images/image001.jpg
6v81 - sval
Siouy
S3WvrzLIL






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
4 St
| wivaw Ve
| 21y 3HL y /il
,V 8
ih

....... g





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





