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			Preface

			Does the world need another book about Robert E. Peary and the North Pole? This was the question we asked ourselves as we embarked on this project more than a decade ago. Our answer was a qualified “yes.” Not a book that combs through the events of the 55-day journey over the sea ice in 1909, looking for some lost detail that will definitively prove Peary’s location on April 6, 1909. Or one that focuses solely on Peary’s motives, constructing a psychological profile to categorize him as a hero, liar, or tragic figure. Rather, we felt it was time to step back and look at his career and his North Pole expedition from a broader perspective. In the long run, whether he, or anyone else, got to the North Pole in the early twentieth century is unknowable.

			The impetus for this project was the hundredth anniversary of Peary’s 1908–1909 North Pole expedition. Whether you believe he made it to the North Pole or not, this was clearly an event that we at the Peary-MacMillan Arctic Museum felt needed to be acknowledged. In the spring of 2008, we opened a major exhibit, Northward Over the Great Ice: Robert E. Peary’s Quest for the North Pole. From the earliest planning stages of the project, we decided not to focus on that single, contested achievement, having long since concluded that there is no way to prove whether Peary, Henson, Odaq, Sigluk, Ukkaujaaq, and Iggianguaq were at the North Pole when Peary claimed they were. Far more interesting to us as Arctic anthropologists and archaeologists were some often-neglected aspects of that expedition—the people he chose to employ (and without whom he would have accomplished much less); how he identified or developed, evaluated, and refined the exploration tools and techniques he used; and the positive and negative impacts of his work on the Inughuit community.

			Our interest in these topics led us in many different directions. We sought out the unpublished records of expedition members in archives and museums and have also been fortunate to have access to some that have been in family hands for the last 100 years.

			Among Peary’s often-studied papers at the National Archives and Records Administration in College Park, Maryland, we examined the usual journals and correspondence, but we also paid close attention to things that most other researchers had overlooked, particularly Peary’s long obsession with the technological side of his work—designs for improved sledges, snowshoes, stoves, and even ships. Such drawings first appeared before Peary had even been to the Arctic and continued throughout his career. No detail was too small for him if it meant more efficient and more comfortable work. We also looked at the existing papers of the other members of the expedition, some held at our own institution (Bowdoin College) and others scattered around the Northeast. These more personal accounts each give a slightly different perspective on events and include many small details that help bring the North Pole story to life.

			In some cases, finding resources was a matter of good luck, such as when we read in a local newspaper that the grandson of George Wardwell, chief engineer on Peary’s ship, the SS Roosevelt, was visiting family in a town close by and had some of his grandfather’s papers. We did not know that Wardwell had kept journals. We were soon to discover that Wardwell was a very consistent diarist, writing every day of his experiences in managing the ship’s boilers and engines, and commenting on other activities around the ship (always including what he had for dinner). His account of the 1906 voyage back from the Arctic on a badly damaged vessel, and the events leading up to it, is riveting reading and adds considerably to our understanding of that near-disaster.

			Other times we relied on imagination and detective work, including publishing an article in a local newspaper to ask for help in locating a misplaced collection of Wardwell’s photographs. The response (and a clue from a Bucksport, Maine, barber) led us on a long trail tracking down a dispersed collection and ultimately to the Castine Historical Society in Castine, Maine, where we combed through “unidentified” files of negatives in the hopes that some of them might prove to be from the North Pole expedition. Miraculously, we found an envelope of negatives that included images of snow-covered landscapes and men wearing polar bear skin pants. These rare Wardwell negatives have now been identified and conserved.

			Emma Bonanomi, a curatorial intern at the museum when we were developing the North Pole exhibition, spent months searching for film footage of Matthew Henson, ultimately discovering a rarely seen 1951 interview with him at the age of 85. However, we were not always successful—we continue to look for the 1908–1909 log of the SS Roosevelt, last referred to publicly during Peary’s congressional hearing in 1911. And we did not stumble on any “smoking gun” that would put to rest the eternal North Pole debate, but we did turn up some interesting material to help flesh out an understanding of Peary’s expeditions, the roles played by those who helped him carry out the work, and the impact of those expeditions on the Inughuit with whom he worked.

			Archival and museum collections we visited in the course of doing this work include the National Archives and Records Administration, the Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University, the American Museum of Natural History, the American Geographical Society, the Explorers Club, the Chemung Valley History Museum, the Maine Historical Society, the Maine State Museum, the Maine Women Writers Collection at the University of New England, the National Geographic Society, and the George J. Mitchell Department of Special Collections and Archives (part of the Bowdoin College Library).

			Working in archives and museums is a fundamental part of a project such as this, but to get a sense of some aspects of Peary’s career, we are fortunate in having been able to visit many of the places where he worked, although neither of us has been to the North Pole. Being at Bowdoin College, Peary’s alma mater, we are of course immersed in the environment in which he spent some of his formative years. Perhaps even more important, we have spent time at his summer home on Eagle Island—his refuge from the world and the place where he was happiest. We have visited Verona Island, Maine, where the only visible remains of the McKay and Dix Shipyard (where the Roosevelt was built) are the overgrown ways on which the ship was launched, and nearby Bucksport, where Peary lived in the hotel during the ship’s construction. We also have visited the Portland Company property in Portland, Maine, where the Roosevelt’s masts and boilers were installed.

			Our research has taken us north to St. John’s and to Brigus, in Newfoundland and Labrador, where, through the kindness of Catherine Dempsey, then executive director of the Historic Sites Association, we met family members of Robert A. Bartlett, captain of the Roosevelt, and relatives of various Roosevelt crew members. They opened their homes to us and aided in our search for North Pole expedition–related artifacts, documents, and photographs.

			Our quest has taken us farther north, to Battle Harbour, on the coast of Labrador, and the salt loft where Peary gave the first press conference on his return from the North in 1909, and to Iita (Etah) and other locations in northwestern Greenland, home to Inughuit who worked for Peary. In 2011, we were awarded a National Science Foundation, Polar Programs grant to travel to Cape Sheridan, where we spent two weeks examining and evaluating the preservation of the archaeological remains of Peary’s 1905–1906 and 1908–1909 expeditions. Parks Canada had done work there in the late 1970s, but we wanted to assess the condition of the archaeological site forty years later and decide whether more extensive research was warranted. We got a lot out of that visit, during which we mapped the tent rings and remains of Peary’s crate houses, did some limited test excavations, collected artifacts from the surface of Floeberg Beach, and visited the memorial erected to Ross Marvin. In the end, we decided that further work at the site would not be needed. By being at Cape Sheridan, however, we gained new perspectives on many different aspects of the expedition, from the ways Inughuit women reacted to the challenges of living so far from their home to the sense of foreboding Wardwell often communicated when he wrote about hearing the “ice running” in Nares Strait, for it posed a constant threat to the ship.

			Researching this book, then, has been a great adventure, but we were, of course, not alone in our interests and our travels. Intellectually, we owe a great debt to Lyle Dick, who led the way in taking a broader and more critical and considered look at many aspects of Peary’s career. We have benefited greatly from his work and from conversations with him over the years. Other scholars and colleagues have also been influential, including Margaret Bertulli, Patricia Erikson, Michael Robinson, Deirdre Stam, and David Stam.

			We are also grateful to the extended Peary and Stafford families for welcoming us into their midst and feel fortunate that we met Robert Peary Jr., Peary’s son, and Edward Stafford, Peary’s grandson, who was instrumental in helping organize the Peary family reunion at Bowdoin College. George Wardwell Jr. generously gave us access to his grandfather’s journals and glass lantern slides. Frequently, he would remark, “I knew that stuff in the closet was important!” when we shared with him new insights gleaned from studying the journals and photographs.

			We are grateful to the Arctic Museum staff who assisted in research and other work on the exhibit that preceded this book. Anne Witty, then assistant curator, was deeply involved in the research, visiting archives and deploying her skills as a maritime historian to explain to us the details of the Roosevelt’s construction. David Maschino worked his magic on the exhibit itself, refining our presentation first through his probing and insightful questions and then in an amazing design and installation of the exhibit. James Tanzer and Steven Bunn each supported the exhibit as well, ensuring that all went smoothly during a major transformation of our galleries and when we opened the exhibit to visitors. Kristi Clifford, then administrative assistant, had the daunting task of arranging our travel and administering various grants, and she also generated the first transcription of George Wardwell’s journals. KymNoelle Hopson and Michael Quigley joined the Arctic Museum staff while we were in the process of writing this book and took on various tasks so we could focus on this work. Finally, museum volunteer Mildred Jones worked extensively with the photographs, cataloging and identifying images based on her deep knowledge of the collection developed over more than twenty years.

			As a college museum, we have also had the benefit of working with a series of amazing students and interns, including Audrey Amidon, Emma Bonanomi, Eli Bossin, Jennifer Crane, Katie Donlan, Aimée Douglas, Zoe Eddy, Augustus Gilchrist, Rebecca Genauer, Hillary Hooke, Lauren McLaughlin, Ariana Smith, Allison Weisburger, Dana Williams, and David Willner. We are grateful to John Gibbons and Lile Gibbons, who, through two Gibbons fellowships and a Gibbons internship, supported some of the student involvement in our work. We also want to thank the students in the spring 2009 course, “Arctic Exploration in Cultural, Historical, and Environmental Context,” for their insightful comments on Arctic exploration literature and their enthusiastic involvement in various North Pole centennial programs.

			Foundations that provided collection research and exhibition support include the Museum Loan Network, the Institute of Museum and Library Services (Award MA-02-07-0230-07), the Edgard and Geraldine Feder Foundation, and the Friends of the College Fund. Much of our archival research was supported by a grant from the Kane Lodge Foundation, Inc., which over the years also has supported the preservation of many of the museum’s North Pole photograph collections, MacMillan’s North Pole photograph album, and some of Peary’s instruments. Archaeological fieldwork at Cape Sheridan was supported by the National Science Foundation, Office of Polar Programs Grant ARC-1124811.

			The Arctic Museum’s Charles Hildreth Endowment funded the conservation of North Pole–related artifacts, and the Russell and Janet Doubleday Endowment provided ongoing program support. We are grateful to the Bowdoin College and greater Brunswick community for their interest in and support of the museum and its programs. We consider it a privilege to work at Bowdoin, where, over almost 160 years, faculty, staff, students, and alumni have been involved in Arctic work. Finally, we wish to express our appreciation to the Qaanaaq and Nunatsiavut communities for their hospitality, the many kindnesses they have extended to us, and their willingness to share their insights with us.

			A Note on Names

			Peary relied heavily on the indigenous people of northwestern Greenland, who at the time were usually called Eskimos. This name has long since fallen out of favor, and in this book we use the name the people have for themselves: Inughuit. This term is a dialectical variant of Inuit, specific to the people of the Smith Sound region. Inuit live across the North American Arctic, from Alaska to Greenland, and in Siberia. The groups living in north Alaska, Canada, and Greenland speak a common language, Inuktitut, with regional dialects.

			Until the twentieth century, Inuktitut was not a written language, so there were no standardized spellings for people’s names or place names. Reading different historic accounts can be challenging, as each author developed their own spelling based on how they understood the pronunciation of a person’s name or a geographic place. Since then, spellings have been modernized and standardized, and we use these spellings throughout the book, except in direct quotations. A list of Inughuit mentioned in the text, with the old and new spellings of people’s names, can be found at the back of this book. For place names, we also use the modern spellings as found in the national atlas of each country.

			Susan A. Kaplan

			Genevieve M. LeMoine

		


		
			Introduction

			Robert E. Peary was an ambitious and charismatic man, with a strong desire to succeed in all his undertakings. Between 1886 and 1909, he made eight trips to the Arctic, some of them multi-year endeavors, altogether spending more than ten years living and working in the North.

			[image: ]

			Figure 1 Robert E. Peary. This iconic image of Peary at the end of the 1908–1909 expedition has been reproduced many times in many different media. His tired and aged-looking face, surrounded by the thick fur ruff of his parka, brings to mind the many years and extreme sacrifices he made as he worked to accomplish his goal. But there was more to him than dogged determination and a willingness to endure through the most difficult conditions.

			Throughout his career he enlisted the support of many people, including his family, financial backers, and loyal expedition members. He learned to rely on the skills of the people who lived their entire lives in the Arctic—the Inughuit men and women of northwestern Greenland—recognizing that in the Far North their knowledge and technology were superior to anything available farther south. Peary understood that he needed the assistance of all these people to achieve his goals. He also worked ceaselessly to improve his methods of travel and his equipment, always keeping in mind efficiency on the trail as well as the comfort and safety of his men. He was driven by a desire for fame and recognition, but also by a strong nationalistic impulse and a love for life in the Far North.
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			Figure 2 Peary’s Flag. On April 6, 1909, Robert E. Peary pulled this silk flag from within his fur parka and unfurled it at the North Pole. His wife, Josephine, kept the flag for many years, donating it to the National Geographic Society in 1955, the year the organization awarded her its Medal of Achievement in recognition of her important role in his work.

			On April 6, 1909, Peary pulled a fine, hand-sewn silk American flag from within his fur parka and unfurled it at the North Pole, claiming to be the first person to reach that remote spot. Sewn for him by his beloved wife, Josephine Diebitsch Peary, he had carried the flag with him on most of his expeditions; it served as a constant reminder of her support for him through many long, difficult years. Reaching the North Pole was a personal goal for Peary, but he also saw it as a national accomplishment that required American ingenuity and technology to guarantee success over the efforts of other nations.

			Patched and tattered, the flag is telling evidence of Peary’s long and difficult quest. He carried it with him on his sledging expeditions and cut pieces from it that he left in cairns at key points as a record of his presence in a region. Eventually the flag’s missing pieces were replaced with patches. The largest, diagonal patch represents the strip he cut out and left on the sea ice at the North Pole to mark his achievement of being at the northernmost place on Earth.

			The flag symbolizes many of the diverse factors that were important to Peary on his long quest to reach that spot: his country, his beloved Josephine, and the many years he had struggled to get to the North Pole. It is, however, silent on the two questions that have dominated all considerations of Peary’s work since then: Where exactly was he when he unfurled that flag on April 6 and 7, 1909? And, if he was actually at the North Pole, was he the first person to get there?

			Peary’s name has become synonymous with the North Pole, but there is much more to his story than that single contested achievement. The controversy over whether he was the first person to reach the North Pole has raged ever since he announced to the world that he had “Stars and stripes nailed to the North pole” in September 1909. Debating these issues clearly has a fascination—more than 100 years later, people are still presenting their vehement opinions as to whether Peary, Frederick Cook, Matthew Henson, or Ralph Plaisted (who snowmobiled to the North Pole in 1968) was the first person to stand at the North Pole. One can, it seems, argue endlessly over sledging times, ice conditions, navigation records (or lack thereof), and any of the myriad factors that argue for or against Peary’s claim. Expeditions have tried to replicate Peary’s travel methods and travel times, navigators have analyzed his records, and authors have tried to understand his motivations and mental state, but, in the end, there is no way to know absolutely whether he reached the northernmost place on Earth.

			Unlike modern polar expeditions, in 1909 Peary could not have produced unassailable proof of his presence at the North Pole. Navigation records could be falsified, as Donald B. MacMillan, an ardent supporter, demonstrated in his 1934 book, How Peary Reached the Pole. Unlike the South Pole, which is located on land, the North Pole is located in the Arctic Ocean and is usually covered with floating sea ice. As a result, Peary could not leave a permanent marker documenting his presence at 90º North Latitude. Nor could any independent observer confirm Peary’s location. Even the presence of another expert navigator would not have helped cement Peary’s claim, as such a person would inevitably be so closely tied to Peary’s work that his veracity and impartiality would no doubt have been questioned as well. In the end, it always comes down to Peary’s word against those of his detractors.

			More than 100 years after the fact, it is time to put these arguments aside and accept that the truth of Peary’s claim is unknowable. Ultimately, whether he and his five companions reached precisely 90º North Latitude makes no difference. Apart from the abstract claim of being the first person to stand at that spot, he did not (and could not) make any formal political claim—there is no land at the North Pole to claim. The primary economic benefits of his “first,” such as they were, accrued to him, to the news media that fanned the flames of the controversy to sell more newspapers, and, to a lesser extent, to the other members of the expedition, but there were no long-term or more broadly based benefits. Peary was always more concerned with fame than fortune, and reaching the North Pole did little to improve his financial situation. Even today, when the North Pole, including its waters, ocean floor, and that which lies below the sea floor, has become the focus of much media attention, and as nations conduct extensive research missions to establish their right to stake a claim to various segments of the Arctic Ocean, including the North Pole, Peary’s achievement (and that of all subsequent claimants) is not considered germane.

			The debate surrounding Peary’s North Pole achievement has overshadowed all other aspects of his remarkable career and the accomplishments of his talented crews. Of much greater interest, and the focus of this book, are the multitude of other factors that went into this one journey over the sea ice: the social context of Peary’s long quest; the impact it had on the small community of Inughuit in northwestern Greenland; the many years of experimentation, learning, and disappointment that went into designing the equipment used on the expedition; and the frequently neglected stories of the remarkable men and women whose support was an essential part of all Peary’s expeditions.

			In the first three chapters of this book we provide a brief summary of Peary’s career, take a detailed look at his last two expeditions, and examine how he went about designing and using equipment, and evaluating his strategies. The following two chapters discuss the large support network upon which he relied, both the Westerners and the Inughuit men and women who were essential to his success. We end with a look at the ways the enduring controversy over Peary’s claim to the North Pole has been framed over the last century and a consideration of the fundamental ways in which the Arctic has changed since Peary explored the region.
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			Map created by KymNoelle Hopson based on OMC map by Martin Weinelt.

		


		
			1

			Robert Edwin Peary, 1856–1920

			I would like to acquire a name which would be an “open sesame” to circles of culture and refinement anywhere, a name which would make my mother proud and which would make me feel that I was the peer of anyone I might meet.

			Robert E. Peary wrote these words in a letter to his mother in 1880, when he was 24 years old. He had not yet fixed upon being the first person to reach the North Pole as his route to fame, but within a few years Peary would identify this goal as his chief ambition. Attaining the North Pole became his life’s work, ultimately gaining him the national and international prominence he desired.

			Peary was born May 6, 1856, in Cresson, Pennsylvania, where his father, Charles Nutter Peary, and uncles had moved to establish a business. He was not quite three years old when his father died of pneumonia, and his mother, Mary Wiley Peary, returned to Maine to raise her only child near her family. She never remarried, instead devoting her life to her son—a decision that was not without its challenges. Mary and “Bertie,” as she called him, moved frequently while he was growing up. He attended elementary schools in Cape Elizabeth, Gorham, Topsham, Bethel, and Bridgton before settling in Portland, where he attended Portland High School. Bertie had a mischievous streak, according to his family, but also developed a strong love of the outdoors. He often took long walks, sometimes with friends but more often by himself, and became a keen observer of everything around him. He taught himself taxidermy and became especially proficient at creating bird mounts. Upon graduating from high school and winning a scholarship to attend Bowdoin College, he sold his taxidermy collection, earning enough money to purchase all his books.

			[image: ]

			Figure 3 Charles Nutter Peary and Mary Wiley Peary. This daguerreotype portrait in a leather case with brass mat and gilt frame is believed to show Robert E. Peary’s parents, who married in 1854. It was identified as “Grandmother and Grandfather Peary,” probably by Robert’s daughter Marie Peary.
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			Figure 4 Bertie Peary, Age Three. “Bertie” Peary was only three years old when this photograph was taken. Mary Wiley Peary raised her son alone, and although he was often naughty, he was always devoted to her. As a young man, he relied on her advice and wrote to her frequently when he was away from home.

			College Student

			Peary enrolled at Bowdoin in the fall of 1873. Initially, he did not live on campus like most of the other students, but rather in rooms he and his mother had rented in Brunswick. At Bowdoin he continued to develop his interests in science and natural history. He majored in civil engineering, graduating second in his class. He was hardworking and gifted and was considered the most successful graduate of this short-lived college program. In letters to friends and in his diary, he wrote with pleasure about his various successes in and out of the classroom. His careful observations, attention to detail, and love of problem solving—characteristics that would become important to his later success—all blossomed while he was at Bowdoin.

			Bowdoin provided Peary with a good education, and he formed some lasting friendships. Rather surprisingly, given his training, energy, and ambition, he did not move immediately into a career. Instead, he and his mother took up residence in the small town of Fryeburg in western Maine. There was no call for civil engineers in the small town, so Peary drew on his youthful energy to make work for himself. Once again he took up taxidermy and sold mounts, and he also made some money training horses. In addition, he decided to create an accurate and detailed map of the town.

			In the end, this map served multiple purposes. Producing it kept him busy and his hard-earned engineering and drafting skills fresh, and the map itself was instrumental in landing him a position as a draftsman with the Coast and Geodetic Survey in Washington, D.C., where he moved in the summer of 1879 to begin his professional life in earnest. He worked for the Survey for two years but soon found the work dull and became eager to do something different. In the fall of 1881, after taking a grueling series of exams, he was appointed a U.S. Navy civil engineer. He would remain a member of the navy for the rest of his career, although he was often on leave.
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