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Beyond the Belgica

ON THE BRISK MORNING OF SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 5, 1899, DE GERLACHE sailed the Belgica up the Scheldt in the direction of Antwerp. As the ship approached the town of Doel, on the Dutch-Belgian border, the commandant saw a convoy of yachts cruising around the river bend to meet him. He heard cannon fire echo across the water and the distant din of “La Brabançonne.” These were the same triumphant sounds that had accompanied the expedition’s departure more than two years earlier. Bidding farewell that summer day in 1897, de Gerlache had scampered up the rigging with acrobatic agility and waved his cap energetically from the crow’s nest. Today it was a very different man who saluted the welcoming flotilla. The Belgica had stolen his youth. While she looked resplendent for the occasion, in her new coat of ice-white paint, de Gerlache was stiff, weary, his features drawn and his hair grayer and sparser though he was only thirty-three.

At the head of the convoy, the Princesse Clémentine, the royal yacht, dispatched a rowboat to bring him aboard, along with Lecointe and several other officers and crew who had rejoined the Belgica for the occasion. On deck to greet them were ministers, senators, deputies, representatives of the Royal Belgian Geographical Society, top patrons, and the families of several of the men, among other notables. Amid the flurry of hurrahs, de Gerlache’s bearded face twisted into a smile. He forgot how tired he was, forgot the lancing pain at his temples. He had dreamed of a glorious return for almost as long as he had dreamed of the Antarctic and was now mute with emotion. In front of him were the faces he had so often pictured while stranded on the desolate pack. There was his father, whose portrait had hung above his bunk; his mother, trying unsuccessfully to hold back tears; his second mother, Léonie Osterrieth, beaming with pride. Lecointe, meanwhile, embraced his fiancée, Charlotte, to whom he had proposed on the eve of the Belgica’s departure.

A bitter wind forced the festivities to migrate into the yacht’s lavish interior, where toast after toast was given to the glory of the explorers and their homeland. That the Belgica had failed to reach a record latitude or the South Magnetic Pole was dismissed as irrelevant. The expedition had charted new lands, completed more than a year’s worth of scientific observations south of the polar circle, and survived an Antarctic winter—all historic firsts, and all in the name of Belgium. The Royal Geographical Society of Antwerp awarded its gold medal to de Gerlache and Lecointe. The accompanying speeches earned hearty applause, which swelled into deafening cheers when Jules de Trooz, Belgium’s interior minister, announced that the king himself had named the expedition’s officers and scientists knights of the Order of Leopold, the country’s highest distinction. Lecointe may have smiled at the thought that he had already been inducted into a hallowed brotherhood, the Order of the Penguin, and wished that his fellow knights, Cook and Amundsen, had been there to share the moment. (They would receive their medals in the mail.) De Trooz asked de Gerlache’s mother if she would do the honor of pinning the cross on the commandant’s chest; she fell into her son’s arms and wept with joy.

“The de Gerlache name appears not for the first time in our nation’s history,” said de Trooz, addressing the expedition leader. “It was borne by one of the founders of our independence. This great name, and the reputation attached to it, must have weighed heavily on you, but you have proven yourself, commandant, its worthy heir.”

Attendees swarmed around the men, encircling and suffocating them much as the ice had. A journalist observing the festivities noted that the adventurers looked “disoriented” and “unsettled” by the attention. Following the ceremony, the guests and the explorers wandered through the Princesse Clémentine’s luxurious salons, chatted amiably, and ate a lunch so exquisite as to make one almost forget the taste of undercooked penguin. The setting couldn’t have been further removed from the Antarctic, and the men were finally beginning to feel that the horrors of the pack were behind them.

But after about an hour, a commotion rippled across the yacht. Max Van Rysselberghe, the expedition’s second mechanic, had fainted. He was sprawled on the ground, his heart palpitating as wildly as it had in the darkest days of winter. Doctors shouldered their way to his side and cleared a space around him. They lifted him and laid him down on a chaise longue, where he eventually regained consciousness.

The Antarctic had not finished with its victims. A journalist described the men, collectively, as “Captain Hatteras in flesh and blood.” Though the writer meant the comparison as a celebration of their achievement, the evocation of Jules Verne’s hero, who in the 1866 novel The Adventures of Captain Hatteras returns from the North Pole insane and spends the rest of his days in a madhouse, proved all too apt. Later that month, Johan Bryde, the Norwegian diplomat who had brokered the purchase of the Belgica, wrote de Gerlache about Tollefsen, to whom the commandant had sent a medal from King Leopold. “Poor Tollefsen has completely lost his head,” Bryde wrote. “There is now talk of having him committed.”

Tollefsen had a son with his sweetheart, Alette, and the two were married. Upon returning to Norway, Tollefsen had written to de Gerlache of his intention to establish a Belgo-Norwegian coal-mining colony on the remote Arctic island of Spitsbergen. But in the end, none of his dreams of leading a fruitful life would pan out. He was sent to a different kind of colony, a system of farms on the outskirts of Kristiania that employed and tended to the mentally ill. The surrounding town of Lier would become the site of an asylum notorious for its reliance on lobotomy and shock therapy, among other controversial treatments. Tollefsen was registered there for the rest of his life, along with the other patients living on the farms of Lier.fn1

An official report of the expedition, published in Brussels in 1904, offered an explanation for Tollefsen’s breakdown that could have been written by Poe: “One sailor [Van Mirlo] had fits of hysteria which bereft him of reason. Another, witnessing the pressure of the ice, was smitten with terror and went mad at the spectacle of the weird-sublime and in dread of pursuing fate.”

Three months after informing de Gerlache of Tollefsen’s worsening condition, Bryde had more grim news to share. Engelbret Knudsen, the cherubic twenty-four-year-old deckhand who had been among the sickest members of the expedition during the Belgica’s wintering, had died. Knudsen’s death was a shock to the commandant, who considered him an exemplary sailor, and added to the remorse he likely felt over Tollefsen and the loss of Danco and Wiencke.

De Gerlache made every effort to conceal his own agony on the day of the Belgica’s return to Antwerp. He was rid of scurvy but remained gravely ill, crippled by fatigue, relentless headaches, and what Cook would call “nervous trouble.” As the bells of the Cathedral of Our Lady rang in honor of the expedition, the commandant trudged through the jubilant sea of people that roiled between the pontoon and City Hall, where a formal reception was to be held. What would ordinarily have been a two-minute walk seemed to take an eternity as Antwerpians flocked around Belgium’s unassuming new national hero.

More medals were given out at City Hall and, later, in Brussels. After all the ceremonies were over and all the decorations doled out, de Gerlache fled to the French Riviera with his mother to rest, at the insistence of his physician. He settled in Nice, at the Grand Hôtel des Empereurs. It would take him a year to recover.

The precise cause of his suffering remains a mystery. The scurvy that had ravaged him was now a distant memory. Like everyone else on board, he had experienced insomnia and cardiac symptoms during the monthlong night. But while most of his shipmates had recovered by the time they’d returned to South America, de Gerlache’s ailment lasted well into 1900. One possible explanation lies in the baths of hydrocyanic acid that Cook used in the Belgica’s darkroom, which opened onto de Gerlache’s cabin. The substance had been brought on board not to develop photographs—that was Cook’s ingenious adaptation—but to euthanize animal specimens. Hydrocyanic acid, also known as prussic acid, kills by depriving cells of oxygen. (It would become the main ingredient in Zyklon B, the gas used in Nazi extermination camps during World War II.) As it happens, the early signs of low-grade cyanide poisoning closely resemble the symptoms the men of the Belgica were experiencing: headaches, fatigue, erratic heart rate, shortness of breath, confusion, vertigo. Survivors of such poisoning often exhibit long-lasting neurological effects.

In the early weeks of his convalescence in Nice, de Gerlache received a letter that buoyed his spirits. It was from Lecointe, who had taken a leading role in the Commission of the Belgica, an organization dedicated to analyzing and publishing the expedition’s findings. (The effort would take forty years, so voluminous were the scientists’ observations and the trove of specimens they brought back.) In his letter, Lecointe informed de Gerlache of his intention to recommend that the commission rename the voyage’s most important discovery—the Belgica Strait—after its commandant.

“As you know, I am a ‘grouch,’ so nobody will consider my proposal a mere act of courtesy,” Lecointe wrote. “I am convinced that my proposal is an act of justice.” Today, the spectacularly beautiful 130-mile channel is known as the Gerlache Strait.

De Gerlache had more than lived up to the family name; he would become its most famous bearer. He had achieved the glory he’d so long craved not despite the terrible hardships he and his men endured, but because of them. His reckless gamble to enter the ice at the end of the austral summer had paid off, but he would never forget that it had done so at the cost of three lives and his own health.

The commandant never saw Antarctica again. Shortly after her return, the Belgica was taken to Ostend, where she was refit and cleared of rats at last. In 1905, she was sold to Prince Philippe, Duke of Orléans—a playboy adventurer and claimant to the French throne, were the monarchy to be restored—who hired de Gerlache to accompany him, as captain, on several Arctic expeditions. Years later, de Gerlache would oversee the construction of a magnificent barkentine called the Mercator, which would serve as a training ship for a new generation of Belgian sailors—furthering his lifelong mission to elevate his country’s maritime profile. For the rest of his life, de Gerlache would remain an éminence grise of polar travel, content to advise participants in the heroic age of Antarctic exploration that had been kicked off by the Belgica expedition.

His name would make one more notable appearance in polar history. Shortly before the outbreak of the First World War, he teamed up with Lars Christensen, the Sandefjord shipbuilder who’d turned the Patria into the Belgica, to construct a new ship, the Polaris, on which he planned to lead polar-bear-hunting cruises for wealthy tourists. A three-masted barkentine clad in greenheart, she bore a sisterly resemblance to the Belgica. The Polaris was said to be among the strongest wooden vessels ever constructed. Yet in the end, de Gerlache had to back out of the partnership for financial reasons. Christensen sold the ship, at a loss, to the celebrated Anglo-Irish explorer Ernest Shackleton, who rechristened her the Endurance. In November 1915, she was crushed by the Antarctic pack ice and sank to the bottom of the Weddell Sea.fn2

From the moment he returned to Norway, Roald Amundsen began plotting his own expedition. The Belgica had been a crash course in polar exploration, and he was aching to apply the lessons he’d learned. “It was during this voyage that my plan matured,” he would later write. “I proposed to combine the dream of my boyhood as to the North West Passage with an aim, in itself of far greater scientific importance, that of locating the present situation of the Magnetic North Pole [emphasis Amundsen’s].” While the latter goal might gain the respect of a small circle of scholars, the blazing of a path from the Atlantic to the Pacific through the treacherous ice of the Canadian Arctic—a feat that had eluded explorers ever since the discovery of the New World—would thrill the public at large and earn Amundsen a heroic status on a par with Nansen, if not Cartier or Columbus.

Using his inheritance and what little credit he could scrounge—including a contribution from the Belgica’s guardian angel, Léonie Osterrieth—he purchased a scrappy twenty-nine-year-old, seventy-foot sloop named the Gjøa, among the puniest vessels in the golden age of polar exploration. He sailed from Kristiania in the wee hours of June 16, 1903, with a crew of six. The ship reached northern Canada’s poorly mapped, ice-congested fragmentation of islands in early August. Amundsen followed a route slightly different from the one his childhood hero John Franklin had taken with the Erebus and the Terror, almost sixty years earlier. The nimble whaler was nonetheless stuck fast off King William Island for two winters in a row, not far from where the two British ships had sunk. But unlike Franklin, who stuck to Royal Navy protocol, Amundsen was determined from the beginning to survive on Arctic game and adopt Inuit modes of dress and travel. Cook’s interventions during the Belgica expedition had convinced Amundsen of the benefit of living off the land in native style—and it was far more practical for 7 men (and a variable number of huskies) to do so than the Belgica’s 17, let alone Franklin’s 130.

Amundsen and his crew built a hut on the shores of King William Island. Throughout their two-year stay, they maintained fruitful relations with local Netsilik tribesmen, who led the Scandinavians on hunting trips and, in exchange for Western goods, provided them with handicrafts, fresh game, sled dogs, and, for what the explorers considered a pittance, the right to sleep with their wives. (Amundsen would later maintain that he had urged his men, several of whom had families at home, to refrain from such activities.)

The men of the Gjøa made several attempts during the first year to locate the North Magnetic Pole, meandering across the ice as they followed the indications of an array of delicate instruments. But they were stymied by the brutal cold and their inexperience at running dogs. During the excursions on the Antarctic pack years before, Cook had convinced Amundsen of the primacy of dogs as a means of transportation across the ice. But it was the Netsilik who taught the Scandinavian explorers how to drive them. After they’d gotten the hang of it, Amundsen and a companion, Peder Ristvedt, managed in the spring of 1904 to reach the coordinates at which James Clark Ross, in 1831, had last pinpointed the magnetic pole. Yet the needles of their instruments kept pointing northward, proving definitively what was long suspected: that the magnetic pole is a moving target. A few weeks later, the two men reached the vicinity of the pole itself.

Though the explorers complained of boredom and cabin fever during the long Arctic night, they did not suffer as the Belgica’s men had. The proximity of Netsilik settlements—particularly Netsilik women—surely helped distract them. As a leader, Amundsen was overbearing, tyrannical, and occasionally petulant, marking a strong contrast with the retiring, lenient de Gerlache. (His men nicknamed him, somewhat derisively, “the Governor.”) But perhaps the more consequential contrast was between the Belgica’s well-meaning but inept cook, Louis Michotte, and the Gjøa’s hard-drinking, Falstaffian chef, Adolf Lindstrøm, whose refined seal-meat stews were as delectable as Michotte’s preparations were revolting.

The Gjøa’s humble size worked to her advantage, allowing her to glide over reefs and shoals that would have blocked a larger vessel. On August 17, 1905, she passed the easternmost point any ship heading east from the Bering Strait had ever reached. But the thaw would be all too brief. Just a few weeks later, the expedition was again beset and forced to spend nearly a year in the pack ice, during which one of the team’s members fell ill and died. It wasn’t until August 31, 1906, that the Gjøa sailed into Nome, Alaska, proudly flying the Norwegian colors.

When Cook showed up at Harberton in April 1899 to complete his study of the Ona and the Yahgan, Lucas Bridges was surprised to see that the Belgica had survived her Antarctic sojourn after all. The rancher informed Cook that his father, Thomas Bridges, had died in the meantime. But Lucas honored the late missionary’s promise to Cook and handed over his manuscript for the Yahgan-English dictionary so the doctor could get it published. This was a remarkable act of faith: containing more than thirty thousand words, the dictionary was an invaluable record of a disappearing civilization. Thomas Bridges had not made copies.

Cook stayed in Argentina until the end of 1899. When he returned to New York, he was expected to deliver three in-depth monographs for the Belgica Commission. The first was to be an analysis of his medical observations during the Belgica’s wintering. The second would be an anthropological report on the Ona people. The third was titled “A Yahgan Grammar and Dictionary.” In the official list of pending reports—printed on the back of each volume as it appeared—Cook is credited as the dictionary’s author. There is no mention of Thomas Bridges. While the unmerited byline might have been an oversight, it would be cited years later as Cook’s first brush with fraud. Lucas Bridges claimed that Cook had stolen his father’s life’s work and tried to pass it off as his own.

Whether that was truly Cook’s intention is unknowable, since he never completed any of the three reports he was assigned to write. Once back in Brooklyn, he had other things on his mind. The death of Anna Forbes had left him as disconsolate and lonely as had that of her sister, Cook’s first wife, Libby, a decade earlier. And though he reopened his medical practice, much of his clientele had found other doctors during his two-year absence. Once again, he sought escape in adventure.

Like Amundsen, he yearned to lead a major expedition of his own. But to mount one he would need fame and money, neither of which the three labor-intensive Belgica Commission reports he owed could provide, as they would never reach beyond a small cadre of academics. Instead, he got to work on a popular narrative of the Belgian Antarctic Expedition. It took him just a few months to write the manuscript. Published in 1900, Through the First Antarctic Night revealed Cook’s prowess as a writer. The book was the first of the Belgica memoirs to come out, representing a significant breach in polar protocol: as Cook knew all too well after his falling-out with Robert Peary over the matter years before, it was the expedition leader’s prerogative to publish first. De Gerlache took two years to complete his account, Fifteen Months in the Antarctic, considered in its time to be a magisterial literary achievement. Lecointe followed in 1904 with his own travelogue, Au pays des manchots [In the land of the penguins]. Cook’s book sold exceptionally well and turned him into a minor celebrity in the United States.

A year or so after the book’s publication, the doctor met a wealthy twenty-four-year-old widow named Marie Hunt and fell in love. (Schumann’s “Träumerei” was playing the first time they locked eyes.) In April 1902, Cook wrote to Amundsen to announce their engagement and, almost in apology, the end of his career as an explorer: “I expect to get married early in June and then my polar adventures will be at an end. The future Mrs Cook invites you to come and stay with us …. Come and let us show you N.Y.”

Cook adopted Hunt’s young daughter, Ruth, and soon afterward the couple welcomed a baby girl, Helen. Domestic life didn’t curb Cook’s wanderlust for long, however. Not only did Hunt encourage her husband’s ambitions, but she also generously subsidized them. By the summer of 1903, Cook was back in the exploration game, leading an expedition to Alaska to climb Denali (then known unofficially as Mount McKinley), the tallest mountain in North America, which remained unconquered. Cook and his party trekked on horseback for three miserable months through uncharted brush and marshland at the base of the mountain, the rhythm of hooves syncopated by the sound of hands clapping mosquitoes against necks. They failed to find a practicable route to the summit, but in the process became the first men known to have circumnavigated the mountain.

Cook made a second attempt at the daunting peak three years later, with a team that included more-experienced alpinists. This time he claimed success. The triumph earned Cook the recognition he had long sought. Upon his return to New York, he was elected president of the newly founded Explorers Club. His second book, To the Top of the Continent, published in 1908, featured a photograph of the doctor waving the American flag above what appears to be the mountain’s summit.

The life of an explorer is one of unquenchable thirst. While individual aims can be attained, the ultimate goal—something that exists not in some remote corner of the planet, but within a person’s heart—is forever out of reach. Each feat must be succeeded by an even greater one. By 1907, Cook had decided what that greater feat would be. He made no announcement but quietly headed to Greenland, purportedly to guide a friend on a hunting expedition. Once there, he turned his eyes to the north.

It was one of the biggest scoops in history, with one of the longest headlines: “THE NORTH POLE IS DISCOVERED BY DR. FREDERICK A. COOK, WHO CABLES TO THE HERALD AN EXCLUSIVE ACCOUNT OF HOW HE SET THE AMERICAN FLAG ON THE WORLD’S TOP.” On the morning of September 2, 1909, newsboys sold out of The New York Herald almost instantly. Much of the paper was devoted to breathless coverage of Cook’s accomplishment: how he and two Inuit hunters reached the geographic pole by dogsled on April 21, 1908; how they spent the cruel Arctic winter marooned on Devon Island; how they survived a polar bear attack. President Taft sent his congratulations to Cook, as did Buffalo Bill. Children sent him letters asking if he’d seen Santa Claus.

Cook’s coup was a global sensation, but Americans especially rejoiced. Within twenty-four hours, several midtown Manhattan establishments started serving the “Cook cocktail”—gin, lemon juice, egg white, maraschino, plenty of ice. A milliner in Chicago introduced the “Dr. Cook hat” for women, a two-foot-high dome of fur meant to evoke the rounded apex of the earth. Magazines and newspapers wired Cook, dangling eye-popping sums for the serial rights to the narrative of his journey. Hampton’s Magazine offered the doctor $100,000.fn3 The bidding quickly rose to $200,000, the following day to $250,000. Not to be outdone, William Randolph Hearst said he would double any amount Cook was offered. Yet Cook feared that publishing in Hearst’s yellow press would “cheapen” the magnitude of his accomplishment. He rebuffed them all for the moment.

The explorer would not return to New York for another few weeks. On his way back from the Danish territory of Greenland, he laid over in Copenhagen, where he was showered with adulation. His features sharpened by months of starvation, his teeth chipped, Cook could barely squeeze past the quay, so thronged was it with top-hatted officials and bowler-hatted looky-loos. During his brief stay, he received an honorary doctorate from the University of Copenhagen. King Frederick VIII of Denmark threw a lavish reception for him, becoming the second monarch, after Belgium’s Leopold II, to pay tribute to him.

Almost as soon as Cook’s exploit was announced, it was thrown into question. A certain amount of skepticism was to be expected, since the achievement was virtually impossible to prove. The only witnesses were the two young Inuit hunters, who were not trained in astronomical observation and could therefore not confirm that they had arrived at the point where all meridians meet. Adding to suspicions was Cook’s claim that he had made observations and measurements that would vindicate him, but that, fearing he might not survive the overland journey back to civilization, he had entrusted them to a friend in northern Greenland, who in turn had been forced to leave them behind. (They were never found.) Several polar experts, moreover, expressed doubt over Cook’s seemingly superhuman rate of progress over the ice as stated in the Herald.

Yet for the most part, the public accepted and enthusiastically celebrated the attainment of the world’s most coveted geographic prize. Fridtjof Nansen expressed faith in Cook, as did the doctor’s former companions from the Belgica. “I am indignant at the idea that Dr. Cook’s statement of his discovery is accepted as untrue by some people,” Lecointe, by then head of the Royal Belgian Observatory, told the Herald. “I know Dr. Cook personally, and I vouch for his sincerity. He is truth itself.” Amundsen, for his part, called his mentor’s journey “the most brilliant sledge trip in the history of polar exploration.”

Cook’s moment of unchallenged glory as the conqueror of the North Pole lasted just four days. On September 6, Cook attended a dinner in his honor in Copenhagen. Between ovations, a man handed him a note on which it was written, “Peary says, ‘Stars and Stripes nailed to the Pole.’”

If it bothered Cook that his former expedition leader turned archrival Robert Peary had staked a competing claim, he didn’t let it show. “If Peary says he reached the Pole,” Cook told a reporter, “I believe him!” He would later cable The Herald: “Two records are better than one.” Cook was perfectly willing to share his laurels, especially since he purported to have reached the goal almost a year before Peary.

Three days later, Cook received two illustrious visitors in his room at Copenhagen’s Hotel Phoenix. One was Otto Sverdrup, Nansen’s longtime lieutenant, who had led his own Arctic expedition aboard the Fram. The other was Amundsen, who was also staying at the Phoenix. The two old Belgica shipmates embraced. Emaciated from his journey, Cook disappeared in the arms of the hulking Amundsen. Since they’d last seen each other, ten years prior, they had both achieved the kind of fame they’d fantasized about while aboard the Belgica.

Sverdrup and Amundsen had come to congratulate the conqueror of the North Pole. To Cook, who had little sense of how the Peary news would play in the weeks to come, the visit was a heartening gesture of support. As crowds cheered outside Cook’s window, the three men spoke of journeys past and future in an impromptu summit of polar legends.

Amundsen’s conquest of the Northwest Passage had established him as the heir apparent to Fridtjof Nansen. Since then, he had announced plans and raised funding for an expedition that would attempt to reach the North Pole via the Bering Strait by emulating Nansen’s historic drift aboard the Fram in the early 1890s. In a momentous passing of the torch, Nansen granted Amundsen use of that same sturdy, bowl-bottomed ship. With luck, the spiraling currents of the frozen Arctic Ocean would bring Amundsen to a high enough latitude that he could mush the rest of the way with dogs he planned to acquire in Alaska. Yet he recognized that Cook’s and Peary’s claims, made in such close succession, had stripped the North Pole of much of its prestige as a geographic trophy. He would be vying for scraps.

In the hotel room, Amundsen quizzed his former teacher about the northernmost regions of the earth, about the currents and the weather and the prospects of success. Cook expressed confidence that his friend could attain his goal but, perhaps sensing Amundsen’s own misgivings, advised him to abort the expedition. At best, Amundsen could only hope to be the third man to the pole. The doctor instead recommended an audacious change of course.

“The North Pole is now out of the picture,” he said bluntly. “Why not try for the South Pole?”

Amundsen was stunned. The idea had crossed his mind, but he’d kept it to himself. It was nevertheless in the ether. Earlier that year, Ernest Shackleton had established a new farthest-south record when he marched to within one hundred nautical miles of the South Pole before being forced to turn back for lack of provisions. The relatively short distance that remained untrodden was tempting to Amundsen, but it was well known that Shackleton’s compatriot and rival, Robert Falcon Scott, was preparing a major expedition to close the gap.

Amundsen feared that Scott’s head start and ample funds would make it an uneven contest. Yet Cook argued that Amundsen had a critical advantage over the Brit. “Scott doesn’t know how to travel with dogs,” he said. “Scott’s overload will hang him. You know that the South Pole will never be reached except by dogs or wings.”

Then there was the matter of etiquette. Amundsen felt honorbound—to his expedition’s backers, to the public at large, as well as to Nansen—to follow through on the mission he’d announced. Moreover, according to unspoken rules of polar decorum, Scott could expect to be given priority in reaching the South Pole, having long made his intentions clear. Yet Sverdrup argued that the controversy brewing over Cook’s and Peary’s claims to the North Pole had thrown those rules out the window. A competition between Scott and Amundsen would enthrall the public and lend even more glory to the eventual victor.

“Let’s have a race,” said Sverdrup.

Amundsen considered his friend’s advice. He offered one last objection, as if arguing with himself. “The Fram is not a good sea boat for the heavy South Seas,” he said. “But this is the thing to do. Let me think it over.”

Before leaving, Amundsen snatched a piece of Cook’s personal stationery on which, in his room, he wrote a note to Denmark’s chief administrator for northern Greenland, asking for fifty sled dogs. He had made up his mind: he would no longer be going to Alaska.

Despite Cook’s magnanimous offer to share North Pole glory, he could not talk his way out of conflict with Robert Peary. For Peary, who had made the North Pole his life’s ambition, glory was a zero-sum game. He could win only if Cook failed. That Cook had even made an attempt at the prize to which Peary felt entitled was an inexcusable betrayal. Peary would from then on assert that his erstwhile co-traveler had lied about attaining the North Pole. Cook, he said, “has simply handed the public a gold brick.”

Since neither man supplied incontrovertible proof of his exploit, a coolheaded comparison of geographical data was out of the question. Instead, the story took the form of a bitter contest of character, primarily waged in the pages of The Herald (which backed Cook’s claim) and The New York Times (which supported Peary’s). The controversy was a war of attrition from which neither man’s reputation emerged unharmed. Peary’s camp—wealthier, better connected, more persistent than Cook’s—ultimately prevailed. In an effort to expose Cook as a habitual liar, allies of Peary tracked down Ed Barrill, a Montana guide who had accompanied Cook on his second expedition to Denali. In exchange for a sizeable sum, Barrill confessed that the two men hadn’t come close to the summit. He claimed that the image that graced Cook’s memoir of the journey, To the Top of the Continent, was in fact a cropped photograph of a lesser peak, several thousand feet below.

In December 1909, Henryk Arctowski, the Belgica’s geologist, meteorologist, and oceanographer—and frequent laughingstock—weighed in on the controversy in a devastating series of articles in the Belgian newspaper La Métropole. While praising Cook’s ingenuity, Arctowski doubted his commitment to accuracy. “Aside from his absolutely undeniable qualities as an explorer … Cook had decidedly exceptional powers of imagination,” wrote the Polish scientist, alluding to the doctor’s medical innovations in combating scurvy and depression aboard the Belgica, as well as his wild idea to break out of the Antarctic pack ice. But Arctowski questioned whether “Cook had acquired the mathematical and astronomical knowledge required to correctly determine the latitude and longitude of a given spot on the globe.”

The death blow to Cook’s honor was dealt that same month at the University of Copenhagen, which examined what little astronomical evidence he was able to supply and deemed it insufficient to confirm his attainment of the pole. No such hearing was held for Peary, but by that point, it didn’t matter: Cook had been marked as a confidence man, among the kinder epithets thrown at him. Others included “monster of duplicity” and “monumental faker.” Publishers rescinded their offers. New York’s Explorers Club, of which Cook had been president, revoked his membership.

With Amundsen at her helm, the Fram left Norway on August 9, 1910, and headed south toward Madeira. This was no surprise, since Amundsen had announced plans to round Cape Horn before hooking north and sailing into the Arctic via the Bering Strait. But while in Funchal, where he was safely beyond the reach of his creditors, he made a stunning announcement to his men. They would still eventually head to the North Pole, he said, but would first take a detour—to the South Pole. They would challenge Scott to a race.

The abrupt change of course took the British by surprise. It also came as a shock to Nansen, who, at forty-eight, was still hoping to save the conquest of the South Pole for himself. To accomplish what he believed to be his destiny, Amundsen betrayed his hero, much as, twelve years earlier, he had turned against de Gerlache, whom he had admired so greatly.

After crossing the Southern Ocean, the Fram arrived at the Bay of Whales, along the Ross Sea, in January 1911. It had been more than a decade since Amundsen had last seen the Antarctic sea ice. He and his men built a hut near the lip of the Ross Ice Shelf, in which they lived for months as they prepared for their assault on the pole, sustained by Lindstrøm’s delicious and antiscorbutic seal stews. On October 19, Amundsen, along with four men and fifty-two dogs, took off for the pole by sledge and on skis. Their goal was eight hundred miles away, at an elevation of more than nine thousand feet and with a range of much higher peaks blocking the way. Amundsen initially set a manageable pace of fifteen to twenty miles a day—between five and six hours of travel—to let men and dogs recover overnight. The Norwegian’s sledging strategy was remarkably similar to the plan Cook had proposed aboard the Belgica for the Order of the Penguin’s planned dash to the South Magnetic Pole.

While they felt deep affection for their dogs, Amundsen and his party shot the slowest ones at regular intervals and fed them to their brothers and sisters, even feasting on the meat themselves. The cold-bloodedly efficient method—which he, Cook, and Lecointe had first conceived during the Belgica expedition—kept the sledges light and allowed the men to arrive at the South Pole on December 14, well rested, well nourished, and scurvy-free.fn4 With a series of sextant observations throughout the day, Amundsen verified that he had indeed arrived at latitude 90° south by measuring the height of the sun as it circled overhead.

“It is quite interesting, to see the sun wander round the heavens at so to speak the same altitude day and night,” he wrote. “I think somehow we are the first to see this curious sight.” This remark, confided to his diary, is an indication that Amundsen doubted both Cook’s and Peary’s claims to have reached the North Pole, where they would presumably have witnessed the same phenomenon. If his hunch was right, the North Pole remained up for grabs. His mental ledger of polar records had grown long since the list began during the Belgica expedition, and he’d just achieved an exploit to secure a permanent seat in the pantheon of human exploration. But there was always room for one more entry.

At that moment, Robert Falcon Scott was more than four hundred miles behind, dashing toward the pole by a different route. For the final stages of the journey, the headstrong captain had decided against using—and regularly killing—sled dogs, which he considered cruel and unsportsmanlike. Scott instead relied on Siberian ponies (also known as Yakut horses) to carry equipment over the Transantarctic Mountains. Unlike dogs, which release moisture by panting, ponies sweat profusely with exertion. Their perspiration froze in the subzero temperatures and incessant winds of the mountains. Incapable of moving any farther, all of Scott’s remaining ponies had to be shot, and the five men were left to haul overloaded sledges themselves for hundreds of miles, an unfathomably arduous journey that left them in a state of extreme exhaustion and hunger, stricken with frostbite and incipient scurvy. Scott and his men arrived at the pole on January 17, 1912. The spot—a merely theoretical point on an endless, featureless, lifeless expanse of white—was marked by a stomach-churning sight: a conical canvas tent above which floated the red, white, and blue Norwegian flag.

“The worst has happened,” Scott wrote in his diary. “Great God! This is an awful place.”

In the tent, Scott found a note from Amundsen:


Dear Captain Scott,

As you probably are the first to reach this area after us, I will ask you kindly to forward this letter to King Haakon VII. If you can use any of the articles left in the tent please do not hesitate to do so. With kind regards I wish you a safe return.

Yours truly, Roald Amundsen



While he begrudgingly admired the tent’s spare, wind-deflecting form, Scott saw it as a symbol of defeat. He considered its presence, like the note and the provisions within, a cruel gesture of pity by his Norwegian rival. He couldn’t have known that it was Amundsen’s nod to his friend and mentor: the tent had been designed by Cook, identical to the one the doctor had stitched together for the Order of the Penguin’s trip across the sea ice in the winter of 1898. It was Amundsen’s way of bringing Cook to the South Pole.

The Britons lingered at the pole for several days before turning back. Buffeted by snowstorms, tormented by frostbite, and plagued with bad luck, they made slow progress. Scott and his companions died of cold and starvation at the end of March 1912, a mere eleven miles from the next food depot.

After the newspapers and the scientific community turned against him, Cook decided to appeal to the American public directly. He became a fixture of the vaudeville circuit, touring the country to tell his version of the conquest of the North Pole. Sharing the stage in city after city with magicians, exotic dancers, animal wranglers, and minstrel acts, Cook put on an entertaining show, a pastiche of scientific lectures in which he goaded the audience to hiss at any mention of Peary’s skullduggery and the vicious press. But though he drank in the adulation, he had to have known that much of the applause was ironic. He had become a national punch line.

Cook’s exploring days would come to an end. Few patrons would risk backing a suspected fraud, and he had squandered much of his wife’s fortune on his expeditions. Tempted by the petroleum boom of the late 1910s, he tried to remake his life as an oilman, first in Wyoming and then in Texas, on the tenuous notion that his experience as a polar explorer qualified him as an expert in geology. In Fort Worth, he landed in a world rife with schemers, profiteers, and flimflam artists and found he fit right in. Cook turned his notoriety into an asset. With so much uncertainty and speculation in the petroleum business, companies would stake their legitimacy on the prestige of a respectable—or at least respectable-sounding—figurehead. (The brochures for one Texas oil concern, for example, prominently featured a man who called himself General Robert A. Lee, a courthouse janitor whose claim to fame was that he looked somewhat like General Robert E. Lee.)

In 1919, Cook founded the Texas Eagle Oil Company and became its main shareholder, reinvesting almost all of his earnings in it. Yet amid vicious competition in the area, he failed to strike oil. As he had many times before when faced with seemingly insurmountable obstacles, Cook doubled his resolve and found ingenious—if not entirely honest—ways around the problem. He formed the Petroleum Producers’ Association (PPA), which bought up more than three hundred failing oil companies for pennies, in the hope that some of them would eventually strike a gusher and pay for the whole enterprise. In the meantime, however, he would need shareholders to stay afloat.

Cook and his team wrote florid marketing materials that promised Rockefeller-like profits to anyone who invested. They sent letters, in Cook’s name, to shareholders of the bankrupt or moribund entities that made up the PPA and offered to let them convert their shares to Cook’s company for 25 cents on the dollar—what one of his detractors would later describe as a “gigantic stock reloading scheme.”

To gain his correspondents’ trust, Cook cited his experience at both ends of the earth:


My life has been anything but a bed of roses; enduring hardships from the North Pole to the Southern Hemisphere boundary; all these bitter endurances without compensation, and for the sole and only purpose of the extension of civilization and the betterment of mankind, and I come to you with the above statistical facts, my word of honor, reputation as a man, all these things in the form of a positive guarantee for the purpose of helping you, knowing that every man and woman on earth are dependent on investments for their financial success.



At first the tactic worked, and the PPA was flush with money. By December 1922, its companies were capitalized at $380,861,000. But Cook spent money faster than he brought it in, much of it to pay for the company’s fancy Fort Worth headquarters. With virtually no oil revenue to draw upon, Cook paid monthly dividends to shareholders by selling more shares. Cook believed that his oil wells would pay off eventually. The fact remains that his scheme was not much different from one of the most notorious swindles in American history, named after its originator, Charles Ponzi, convicted just two years earlier.

In April 1923, Cook was indicted on several counts of fraud. The federal prosecutor argued that the sole purpose of the PPA was to acquire lists of shareholders of defunct oil companies, who might be cajoled into investing in a new company. (This was not an uncommon technique during the wildcatting era. Almost as precious as black gold itself were the so-called sucker lists of potential dupes to whom oil promoters would send their overblown or outright fraudulent marketing materials.)

The trial captivated the nation for seven months. Cook’s central defense was that he was guilty only of optimism. The virtue that had been his greatest asset on the Antarctic pack now became his downfall. He had every expectation that his company would strike oil at some point—in fact, he had invested every cent he had in it. But the federal judge, John M. Killits, an unsmiling, uncompromising Midwesterner, was not convinced. Referring to Cook as the Machiavelli of the twentieth century, he fined Cook $12,000 (which Cook claimed he didn’t have) and condemned him to fourteen years and nine months in prison, by far the harshest sentence doled out for comparable crimes. Cook’s fame allowed the judge to make an example of him. But it was almost as if Cook was being punished for a broader moral failing. The sentence, Killits implied, was retribution for Cook’s having fooled the American people for so long. It was as much about Denali and the North Pole as it was about oil.

Cook was transferred from Fort Worth jail to Leavenworth penitentiary on April 6, 1925. He was by all accounts a model prisoner—aside from his irksome habit of washing just once a week, based on the medically dubious notion that bathing opened the pores up to disease. He took up embroidery as a hobby and, like so many things he set his mind to, mastered it. “The result of this needle work I prize today quite as much as the best of my literary efforts,” he wrote. (The warden once submitted Cook’s floral designs anonymously to a statewide contest, in which he won first place, beating out the housewives of Kansas.) He would later become the editor and principal writer of the Leavenworth New Era. Under his directorship, the weekly prison newspaper would change its name to The New Era and gain a national following. (His subscribers included the influential Baltimore editor and literary critic H. L. Mencken.) It covered topics that reflected his restless curiosity, from linguistics to male-pattern baldness. The paper became a platform for him to expound on the unconventional theories he had developed over the course of his life. In one article, for example, he revisited the idea of “a new ark” that he and Amundsen had concocted on the Belgica, arguing that there were enough penguins in Antarctica to solve global hunger, that their guano could fertilize the world’s crops, and that farming them could provide plenty of good jobs.fn5 In another, the doctor suggested that clothes prevented people in the civilized world from absorbing the sun’s nourishing rays; flappers, with their swooping necklines, were on the right track. Wiser still were the nude natives he’d studied in Tierra del Fuego many years before.

Early in his sentence, Cook was tapped to cover the night shift at the prison hospital. There were other doctors serving time, many younger than he and more up-to-date on the latest medical developments. But most of them were barred from practicing, even in prison, because they had violated the Harrison Narcotics Act of 1914, which regulated the distribution of opiates and cocaine and made criminals of the physicians who continued to prescribe them irresponsibly. Since Cook’s crimes were unrelated to his practice, he was selected as the night intern, a position he felt was beneath his qualifications but allowed him a shred of dignity.

Cook had his work cut out for him. Even at the height of Prohibition, the heroin and opium addicts at Leavenworth outnumbered the boozers and bootleggers. At night the prison walls would resonate with the agonized screams of addicts in withdrawal. One after the other, inmates would beg the doctor for a fix, or at least a sedative. Per Leavenworth policy, Cook largely ignored their pleas. His patients also included men who suffered from a kind of anemia he’d come to call “prison pallor.” Conditions under Warden William Biddle were deplorable, with prisoners complaining of overcrowding, physical abuse, inedible food—and not enough of it. Many had discolored gums, brittle nails, and loose teeth, which the doctor recognized all too well as early signs of scurvy. In these cases, he recommended a treatment remarkably similar to the one he had prescribed to the men of the Belgica: regular exercise, a diet of vitamin-rich raw foods (including raw meat), and prolonged exposure to sunlight. As the ailing officers and crew of the Belgica had discovered long ago, he had a soothing, hypnotic effect on people, which might explain why his patients seemed to respond to his remedies, however unorthodox.

Ever since his experience on the Belgica, Cook had come to worship the sun. He believed that there was little it could not cure. It was a panacea against the devastations of the cold and the dark. And in his present state of mind, Leavenworth was the coldest place on earth.

On January 19, 1926, Cook was informed that he had a visitor. He had refused to let friends and family see him in prison, but this was no ordinary caller. If Cook’s incarceration represented the long polar night of his soul, Roald Amundsen was the sun. The Norwegian explorer was touring the United States in preparation for his next expedition, an airship flight to the North Pole, and had stopped in Kansas to embrace his old Belgica comrade in his hour of misfortune.

The two men sat beside each other on a bench. Amundsen gripped Cook’s hand and held on to it tightly. “I want you to know,” he said at the outset, “even if all the world goes against you, that I believe in you as a man.” Cook’s hand remained in Amundsen’s throughout their conversation. They reminisced about the Belgica, going through the ship’s muster roll to determine who was still living and who had since died. They spoke of the connection between their adventures together in Antarctica and Amundsen’s South Pole exploit.

The subject turned to women.

“You are a hard-headed bachelor,” Cook teased. “How about the girl?”

Cook had hoped to elicit a mischievous smile. But Amundsen instead grew somber. “I suppose I ought to get married. After this voyage … then I will get married and go on another tour of exploration.”

It was evident to Cook that the years had hardened Amundsen. The outrage in the British press over his perceived deception in challenging Scott had tarnished his honor. The subsequent suicide in 1913 of one of his fellow expeditioners, Hjalmar Johansen, whom Amundsen had denied a chance to join the pole-bound sledging party in punishment for perceived insubordination, further darkened the shadow of his achievement. An attempt to drift in the Arctic ice to the North Pole aboard the specially built Maud had been a humiliating, drawn-out failure, a farcical sequel to his glorious South Pole expedition.

Personal developments hadn’t been much happier. Relentless financial troubles had led Amundsen to fall out with close friends, as well as with his brother and manager, Leon. Amundsen returned from the Maud expedition with two Inuit girls—the four-year-old, motherless Kakonita, whom he adopted, and an older girl named Camilla. He had grown fond of the children and intended to give them a better life in Norway. But bankruptcy soon forced him to send them back to live with Camilla’s family in Russia. It had been a decade of heartbreak.

But by 1925, Amundsen had successfully revived his fortunes. In the spring of that year, he led a venture, along with an American explorer and financier named Lincoln Ellsworth, to reach the North Pole by means of two Dornier-Wal flying boats. When the expedition hadn’t been heard from for weeks, the world believed the planes were lost, along with the six men they carried. In fact, the craft had landed on the sea ice within 160 miles of the pole. (Highest northern latitude yet reached by air, Amundsen inscribed in his now seemingly endless mental list of firsts.) The effort to get one of the planes airborne again was among the most admirable, if overlooked, feats of Amundsen’s career, involving the shoveling of about six hundred tons of snow—on severely reduced rations—to clear a runway. In terms of the labor involved, and the low probability of success, it was second only to the Belgica’s epic escape from the pack ice in 1899.

Amundsen recounted that adventure to Cook, who for a moment was not in the dank confines of Leavenworth but in the open cockpit, alongside his friend.

“I wish that you could be with us on the next air voyage. We will cross the Pole the next time,” Amundsen said.

Though Amundsen by now had far more, and far more recent, experience of the polar regions than Cook, he flattered his former teacher by asking for his opinion on the scientific value of flying to the pole. The doctor, who hadn’t crossed either polar circle in nearly a generation, was attached to the old ways.

“When man takes to wings, he loses a biped perspective,” Cook said. “This is the very base line of understanding.”

Amundsen pointed out that, on the contrary, altitude could provide a useful overview, one that might at last vindicate Cook’s claim to the North Pole. “Before we came down in the last flight,” he said, “we could see near enough to the pole to gauge the general conditions there. All which I have seen verifies your report. The absence of land, the peculiar color of sky and ice, the absence of icebergs, the character of sea ice and direction of the drift.”

Cook smiled ruefully. Amundsen’s validation meant everything to the doctor, who had never ceased to claim that he had reached the North Pole.

The discussion turned to how they had both suffered at the hands of a fickle public and an unscrupulous press. Perhaps to avoid being overheard by prying guards, Amundsen switched to French. “Our lot has been a hard one,” he said. “From the depths of poverty to the heights of glory. From brief spells of hard earned success to the scourge of condemnation. I have wondered for years how you stood it all. I have had the same, with perhaps not so much of the knife in it, but with quite as much of the pain of envy.”

Amundsen continued in what Cook described as the language of the Belgica, a mix in this case of Flemish, German, and Norwegian: “There is a relation between the tongue and the harpoon. Both can inflict painful wounds. The cut of the lance heals. The cut of the tongue rots.”

Cook was struck by the power of the sentiment. As he saw his companion’s eyes well up, he began to cry as well.

“Men have stabbed you out of the darkness,” Amundsen went on. “They have stabbed me in broad daylight.”

There was a silence. Amundsen pressed Cook’s hand and looked out the window into the dull winter day.

“I hate to see you here,” he said. “Guard your health. Put in writing all your memories and notes. You and I have been in Hell many times before. Hell is a cold place, but the sunshine will be better because of the darkness there when you come out.”

“How glad I am to have you talk that way,” said Cook, “but Amundsen, I am now accused of having too much imagination.”

“Keep it up, only fools’ tongues wag that way.”

After an hour, Amundsen rose, embraced Cook one last time, and said goodbye in Norwegian.

The afterglow of his visit would warm Cook for the rest of his time in Leavenworth. Like the first sunrise after the long Antarctic night, Amundsen had filled him with renewed hope and energy. He began writing his memoirs, in which he devoted a lengthy chapter entirely to his comrade from the Belgica. Cook titled his manuscript “Hell Is a Cold Place” and dedicated it to Amundsen.

The dialogue quoted here is from that unpublished manuscript. Yet there is something suspicious about it. Amundsen’s long, metaphor-laden soliloquies (they go on for pages) bear much more resemblance to Cook’s ornate prose than to Amundsen’s dry, terse voice. Several of the passages strain credibility: How, for example, could Amundsen have pronounced a phrase as convoluted as the tongue/harpoon aphorism in three languages, only one of which Cook understood? Why would he switch to French when he knew that, even after twenty months on a Belgian expedition, Cook could hardly speak a word of it? Moreover, the sentence “Hell is a cold place,” here attributed to Amundsen, appears in several other instances in Cook’s memoirs, each time in the mouth of a different person. (For instance, Lecointe says it once, during the Belgica’s ordeal.)

The reader is left to wonder how much of Cook’s recollection of the visit is true. Some of it assuredly is; his deep love for Amundsen—like Amundsen’s for him—is beyond question. But as with so much else about Cook’s later life, it becomes nearly impossible to distinguish fact from fiction, especially with regard to his later, unverified accomplishments.

The evidence strongly suggests that he didn’t get closer to the North Pole than a few hundred miles.fn6 But we will never know for certain—it is ultimately unprovable. Nor is it clear to what extent Cook’s slippery relationship with the truth is the result of malice. Perhaps he believed he had been to the pole. Perhaps he believed he deserved to have attained the pole, after what was undeniably a heroic journey.

Cook is an exemplar of a quintessentially American spirit, which lies on the razor’s edge between optimism and delusion, between audacity and deceit, imagination and flimflammery. This is the spirit that pulled him out of the abject poverty of his youth and imbued him with curiosity and ingenuity. It’s the spirit that inspired him to prescribe groundbreaking treatments to his Belgica shipmates without any evidence that they would work, and to plot an unprecedented escape from the pack ice. It’s also the spirit that convinced him he could reach the North Pole and the summit of Denali and strike it rich in Texas, and perhaps pushed him to bend the truth when he failed to reach those goals.

If we can’t fully trust Cook’s transcript of his reunion with Amundsen, inasmuch as it seems fancifully reconstructed to support the doctor’s claim to the pole, we have Amundsen’s own account to rely on. A few days after the meeting at Leavenworth, the Norwegian’s lecture tour had taken him to Fort Worth, where he gave an interview to a correspondent from The New York Times.

Amundsen’s prison visit had made national news. That an explorer of his stature would deign to associate with the notorious fraud Frederick Cook reignited the North Pole controversy.

The journalist asked about Amundsen’s impressions of Cook and what they had discussed.

“Poor fellow—he’s old and about worn out,” Amundsen said. “He never talked about his conviction, but only of the old times and my recent airplane trip in the Arctic country. He told me he was happy and was doing needle work for a pastime. What a pity! What a pity!”

Amundsen said he didn’t know whether Cook deserved to be in prison, as he had not followed the case. But he was more voluble on the subject of Cook’s qualities as an explorer.

“To me he always was a genius. When we were young men together in a Belgian Antarctic expedition I said that if any man ever reached the North Pole Dr. Cook would …. Cook was the finest traveler I ever saw.”

What was he saying? That Cook did make it to the pole?

“I am of the opinion that his story of the discovery is just as plausible as was Peary’s …. It is possible that neither of them actually reached the pole, but, regardless, it seems to me that Dr. Cook’s claims were just as sound as Peary’s.”

Amundsen would have cause to regret his candor almost immediately. Following his statement that Cook and Peary had equally valid claims to the pole, the National Geographic Society—which had backed Peary during the controversy and remained a staunch supporter of him even after the explorer’s death in 1920—rescinded its invitation to have Amundsen address the organization ahead of his next polar flight.

Amundsen claimed that he had been misquoted. What had offended the National Geographic Society was the implication that both Cook and Peary had been to the pole, meaning that Cook would have gotten there first. But the more revealing quote, which Amundsen never disputed, was the suggestion that “neither of them actually reached the pole.” It was not a disinterested statement. By sowing doubt about both Cook and Peary, Amundsen was cleverly raising the stakes for his own upcoming poleward journey.

In the spring of 1926, Amundsen took off aboard the dirigible Norge with a sixteen-man team that included Lincoln Ellsworth and the airship’s Italian designer and pilot, Umberto Nobile, who insisted on bringing along his yapping lapdog, Titina. The Norge reached the pole on May 12, 1926, and hovered over the spot long enough for Amundsen, Ellsworth, and Nobile to drop, respectively, the Norwegian, American, and Italian flags.

Just three days earlier, the American pilot Richard Byrd had returned from a flight over the Arctic aboard a trimotor monoplane, during which he circled the North Pole—or so he claimed. Doubts about his exploit were raised from the moment he landed. Recent examinations of his diary have vindicated the skeptics, showing that Byrd had attempted to erase sextant data that conflicted with his later typewritten report and would have placed him a good distance short of his goal. Likewise, in the 1980s, the National Geographic Society analyzed newly available documents related to Robert Peary’s 1909 trek to the pole and concluded that he, too, most likely had falsified his record. If neither Cook, nor Peary, nor Byrd reached the Pole—as is the overwhelming consensus—then the prize belongs to Amundsen.

He had flown the Norwegian flag and blazed the Northwest Passage. His achievements exceeded the wildest dreams of his childhood, surpassed the accomplishments of his heroes—Nansen, Franklin, and his own father. But he found that his thirst had not abated. He didn’t cry when there were no more lands to conquer. He raged. He turned his back to the horizon and gazed at the long trail of enemies he had left in his wake.

In the fall of 1927, Amundsen published My Life as an Explorer, a spiteful and uneven work that was less an autobiography than a settling of scores. He showered contempt on Nobile, whom he considered a pompous, reckless fop who had the audacity to demand equal credit for the Norge’s triumph. He lambasted the National Geographic Society’s decision to punish him for his loyalty to Cook. He went after the British people, whom he called “a race of very bad losers” for accusing him of having beaten Scott to the South Pole by deceitful means.

The Norwegian’s ire reached all the way back to the Belgica expedition. He reserved special scorn for de Gerlache, whom he never forgave for the contract the commandant had signed with the Royal Belgian Geographical Society excluding him from taking over the expedition in the event of its leaders’ deaths. He wrote that by entering the pack ice at the onset of winter, de Gerlache and Lecointe “could not have made a greater mistake.” Amundsen claimed that he had been against the decision to winter in the ice (his enthusiastic diary entries from the time directly contradict this) and that he ended up taking command of the expedition after de Gerlache and Lecointe became ill with scurvy (also patently untrue).

Amundsen’s support for Cook, followed soon after by the publication of My Life as an Explorer, damaged the reputation of the famous Norwegian—and, by extension, of Norway itself. Mussolini’s fury over the explorer’s insults against Nobile and the Italian people was tolerable. More problematic was the reaction in Great Britain, which was among Norway’s closest allies. Amundsen’s former hero Fridtjof Nansen—by then an internationally revered academic, statesman, and Nobel Peace Prize winnerfn7—was called upon to smooth relations.

“I do not understand Amundsen’s conduct on the whole lately, there are several queer things which have happened, and the only explanation I can find is that something has gone wrong with him,” Nansen wrote to the Royal Geographical Society’s vice president, Hugh Robert Mill. “Now my impression is that he has entirely lost his balance, and that he is no more quite responsible for his actions …. I think there are various unmistakable signs of some kind of insanity.”

This assessment was less a professional diagnosis (although Nansen did have a doctorate in neurology) than an effort at damage control. Yet it did make it clear that the Amundsen of 1927 was a far different, far more embattled and paranoid man than the young adventurer Nansen had first met on the deck of the Belgica thirty years before.

If Amundsen suffered from polar madness, it was of a different nature than the insanity that had afflicted Tollefsen and Van Mirlo, as well as so many polar explorers and station personnel since. It was caused not by the external forces that hold sway in extreme environments but by the ferocity of the inner forces—ambition, competition, perseverance, and an almost masochistic pursuit of struggle—that drove him to conquer such environments. These passions didn’t subside simply because he reached his geographic goals.

The behavior that Nansen called “insanity,” Amundsen would have described as simply defending his honor. His cold and taciturn manner concealed a poetic sensibility. He imagined himself as following a knightly code perhaps out of step with modern life. Not long after the publication of My Life as an Explorer, he would have a chance to demonstrate his commitment to this code. On May 25, 1928, he received word that the airship Italia, which Nobile had taken to the North Pole, had disappeared during its return trip. Without a second thought, Amundsen volunteered to come to his archrival’s aid. Mussolini had let it be known that his services weren’t needed. Yet the Norwegian’s dashing gesture was as much about rescuing his own legend as it was about saving Nobile. That Nobile was a sworn enemy would make Amundsen’s action seem all the more magnanimous.

Two weeks later, the survivors of the Italia wreck succeeded in establishing radio communication with the Italian support vessel Città de Milano cruising around Kings Bay. Nobile and eight men, most of them wounded, were stranded on the sea ice north of the Svalbard archipelago. Seven men were dead or unaccounted for. (Titina the dog was unharmed.) Several rescue efforts, by air and sea, were already under way. Yet Amundsen saw the opportunity, at
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The project would have remained an icy glimmer in my eye were it not for the team at Aevitas Creative Management—particularly my indefatigable agents, Todd Shuster and Justin Brouckaert, and my former boss at Esquire, David Granger—whose enthusiasm for this story was equaled only by their high expectations. Higher still were those of my editor, Kevin Doughten, who would become my closest collaborator. He and everyone at Crown—from Lydia Morgan to the publicity team to art directors Christopher Brand and Elena Giavaldi, book designer Simon Sullivan, and copy editor Barbara Jatkola—brought to life the kind of book that I’d long dreamed of writing.

Many friends and colleagues supported and advised me along the way. I can only mention a few: Alex Ros, of Open Sky Expeditions, who helped arrange my trip to Antarctica (and almost got me mauled by a puma in Patagonia); Ed Couch and John Lopez, respectively the angel and the devil reading early drafts over my shoulder; my colleagues at Departures, notably Jeffries Blackerby, Maura Egan, and Rebecca Stepler; and Justin Bishop, who took my author’s photo and gave me a taste for the cold.

My deepest thanks go to my family. To my father, who showed me the ropes. To my mother, my most assiduous reader. To Jessica Levine, my partner and greatest love. And to my daughters, Maya and Leila, who have no idea how much they inspire me.




About the Type

This book was set in Dante, a typeface designed by Giovanni Mardersteig (1892–1977). Conceived as a private type for the Officina Bodoni in Verona, Italy, Dante was originally cut only for hand composition by Charles Malin, the famous Parisian punch cutter, between 1946 and 1952. Its first use was in an edition of Boccaccio’s Trattatello in laude di Dante that appeared in 1954. The Monotype Corporation’s version of Dante followed in 1957. Though modeled on the Aldine type used for Pietro Cardinal Bembo’s treatise De Aetna in 1495, Dante is a thoroughly modern interpretation of that venerable face.
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