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    For James Annan Wilson (1905 - 1985), whose adventures were in warmer climes.

      

    

“No; there are no more sunny continents—no more islands of the blessed—hidden under the far horizon, tempting the dreamer over the undiscovered sea; nothing but those weird and tragic shores, whose cliffs of everlasting ice and mainlands of frozen snow, which have never produced anything to us but a late and sad discovery of depths of human heroism, patience, and bravery, such as imagination could scarcely dream of.”

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine

November, 1855.

(Quoted in Frozen in Time

by Owen Beattie and John Geiger).
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Prologue

At Fort Enterprise
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“That’s the man who ate his boots!”

Lieutenant John Franklin is sitting like a pathetic Buddha on the bare wooden boards of an almost empty room in a makeshift fort thousands of miles from his home. Around him the wind howls unimpeded over a frozen eternity of ice and snow, a barren emptiness that uncaringly kills those who challenge it unprepared. The journey here has been long but it is almost over. The days are darkening into a winter that John Franklin cannot survive. Life has apparently fled this harsh landscape–fled to the south where there is food and warm or into hibernation where neither is necessary. Franklin is too weak to flee and if he sinks into hibernation he will never awaken.

Perhaps he is dreaming of the friendly fields of his English home and regretting he did not follow his father's footsteps to become a comfortable provincial businessman. More likely he is dreaming of food for John Franklin is starving to death. His skin is pale beneath the dirt that has not been washed off for weeks and his clothes are filthy and in tatters and hang from his skeletal frame as if made for a much larger man. Franklin is only occasionally in touch with reality and does not have the strength to stand without assistance. His eyes drift in and out of focus and wander aimlessly around the room. Occasionally they rest on the corner where two bodies lie. The men have been dead for several days and are beginning to smell but no one living has the strength to drag the dead outside. Beside Franklin lies a third man. He is not dead yet, but it is hard to tell by looking at him. His breathing is so shallow as to be undetectable and the only signs of life are the occasional grunts that he emits in response do whatever fevered dream is passing through his brain. It will only be a matter of hours before he joins the two in the corner.

Although he looks closer to sixty, John Franklin is only thirty-five. It is November 7, 1821, and this is the culmination of Franklin’s first great expedition. Three-and-a-half months before, Franklin, with midshipmen Robert Hood and George Back, doctor and naturalist John Richardson, able seaman John Hepburn, and fifteen voyageurs and hunters, had set off into the unknown from the mouth of the Coppermine River on Canada's Arctic coast. Since then they have mapped 1030 kilometres of previously unexplored coastline, but at a terrible cost: Hood has been murdered; Back is missing; one man has been executed; and nine others lie dead of starvation, their bodies scattered in the snow across the Barren Lands. Now the survivors are back where they began, Fort Enterprise. Perhaps someone will find their records and their frozen bodies next spring.

Richardson and Hepburn are with Franklin. They have managed to drag themselves outside to collect some wood. They do not have the strength to both gather wood for the fire and collect food. It is bitterly cold. The fire takes priority. At least they will die warm.

The wood collecting is painfully slow work. It is nearly impossible for the men to make their starved bodies do what they want. Their joints ache, their limbs are swollen, their gums are bleeding, and their teeth are getting loose. Their skin is covered with sores, and they are beginning to lose touch with reality. Visions of impossible banquet tables laden and groaning with rich foods float before them. They have even begun to steal hungry glances at the bodies of their dead companions. For weeks their meals have consisted of soup made from pounded, putrid deer bones, fried or boiled animal skins, and Tripe de Roche, a lichen scraped off the rocks around them. The skins and bones had been discarded the previous spring and were buried in lime ash, which makes the soup from boiling them so alkaline that it rips the skin from the explorers’ mouths and throats when they drink it. Without enough to sustain them, their bodies are consuming themselves.

Richardson and Hepburn spend the entire day working and have only enough wood for one fire. Hepburn is bending over to pick up a piece of kindling when a faint noise penetrates his befuddled brain. Agonizingly slowly he stands up. Richardson has heard it as well. The two men look at each other, hardly daring to believe what it might mean. There it is again. This time there can be no doubt–it is a musket shot.

George Back has not died in the wilderness. He has completed an epic journey, found a First Nations band only two days previously, and sent three of them back to the fort with a supply of fresh meat.

Richardson and Hepburn, staggering with weakness and excitement, scramble back to tell Franklin–food is on the way. They are saved in the nick of time. Ironically, the very food that saves their lives almost kills them. Unable to stop, they gorge on the rich meat the hunters bring and lie for days in agony. But they do revive, although it is the spring of the next year before they fully recover their strength.

~~~~~
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By October 1822, Franklin is back in London, where he is considered a hero. His saga of starvation, murder and cannibalism captures the public imagination. He is recognized on the street, promoted to Captain and made a member of the Royal Society. His 180,000 word Narrative of a Journey to the Shores of the Polar Sea in the Years 1819, 20, 21 and 22 sells briskly. In quick succession, he marries, fathers a child, and discovers that his new wife is ill with consumption.

Given the horrors he has undergone in 1821, the gratifying recognition he receives upon his return, and his initiation into family life, one would not expect Franklin to rush immediately off into the wilds once more—a single experience of severe starvation is usually enough. Yet, in February 1825, leaving with his baby daughter and dying wife behind, Franklin once more sets sail for the “Shores of the Polar Sea.”

~~~~~
[image: ]


Why did Franklin jump at every opportunity to risk his life? What pulled him back to the Canadian Arctic, not once but twice, and the second time to his death?

Of the forty-seven years from the time he joined the Navy at age fourteen until he died at age sixty-one, John Franklin spent up bare dozen years at home in England. He was a restless man, a traveller who was never content to stay in one place in comfort and security. This characteristic led him to accomplish much. It made his name a household word and his exploits legendary. Eventually, it also killed him.

Even after his death, Franklin's life continues to fascinate writers. He has been portrayed as a hero, an honourable officer striving nobly against impossible odds, and as a fool, whose inflexible, archaic attitude killed him and his men. More than 150 years after he was buried him in an unknown grave in the centre of the land that kept calling him back, there is no agreement on Sir John Franklin. Perhaps the restless traveller will never be laid to rest, the mystery never solved. Perhaps John Franklin's journey will never end.
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Spilsby to Copenhagen
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“When I arrived on the maindeck...there was not a single man standing the whole way from the mainmast forward,...I hastened down the fore ladder to the lower deck and felt really relieved to find someone alive.”

Midshipman on HMS Monarch at the Battle of Copenhagen


John Franklin grew up in Spilsby in Lincolnshire, the descendant of a long line of country gentlemen. His father, Willingham, was not an adventurous man, quite happy to spend his life as a respectable Spilsby merchant. Willingham married a farmer’s daughter, Hanah Weekes, and most of the excitement in his life stemmed from helping to raise the couple’s twelve children. John was number nine, the youngest of five boys.

One boy died in infancy, but as the others grew, it became clear to Willingham that none of the children would follow him into business. The wars against Napoleon and the expanding British Empire offered young men amazing opportunities to seek glory, wealth, and adventure in the far-flung corners of the globe. Despite the dangers of an early death from disease or violence, a merchant’s life in Spilsby paled in comparison.

The oldest Franklin boy, Thomas Adam, went off to raise a regiment of volunteer cavalry and became its colonel. In 1807, after a disastrous financial speculation in which he lost all his own and much of his father’s money, Thomas committed suicide at the age of thirty-three. Willingham’s namesake attended Oxford, became a lawyer, went to India, was knighted, and became a Supreme Court Judge in Madras. He died of cholera in 1824 when he was forty-five. James, who was only three years older than John, joined the Indian army and served with distinction in the Pindari War. He was also a surveyor, mapmaker, and author of a geology text. James lived to be fifty-one. All these were common—and with the exception of Thomas’s final disgrace, respectable—occupations for the young sons of the middle class in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and they influenced John.

Franklin was also very close to his seven sisters, and it was from them that he derived the gentleness that marked his life. The letters where he discusses personal matters are all addressed to his sisters, not to his parents or brothers. He wrote to them all, but his favourite was Isabella. She married Thomas Cracroft and their daughter, Sophia, was to be an element in Franklin’s later life.

At ten, young John was sent to board at Louth Grammar School, twenty-four kilometres north of Spilsby. The school was typical of the educational institutes of its day. Students were given a basic classical education. Learning to read the Greek and Roman poets in their original languages and practicing discipline, team work, and proficiency at sports were the highest goals of education—much more important than studying science and mathematics. The author Thomas de Quincy called schools like Louth, “the peculiar glory of England,” credited them with developing “superior manliness, generosity, and self-control,” and claimed they got rid of “meanness, pusillanimity, or indirectness.”

Certainly, these were some of the qualities that Franklin aspired to, but whether he got them from his time at Louth is unknown. In contrast to de Quincey’s glowing testimonial, the poet Alfred Tennyson, who attended Louth early in the 1800s, said, “How I did hate that school! The only good thing I ever got from it was the memory...of an old wall covered with wild weeds opposite the school windows.” Whatever John Franklin thought of Louth, it was from there that he set out on his life’s journey.

When he was eleven years old, Franklin and some school friends travelled the fourteen kilometres from Louth to the village of Saltfleet on the coast. It was the first time John had seen the sea, and the effect was electrifying. The vastness of the dark, rolling North Sea, the mystery of what lay over the flat horizon, and the apparent confidence with which the white-sailed British men-of-war tacked up and down the coast exerted a pull on Franklin that he was never to overcome.

Watching his older brothers go out into the world and struggle, successfully or not, to better their social position and expand their horizons, had taught John that he did not want to settle down in his father’s grocery shop. Nor, despite being a pious young man, did he want to fulfill Willingham senior’s wish that he enter the clergy
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