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  The Birth of the Bowdoin



   In the choice of a ship lay the key to successful Arctic expeditions. I wanted a ship built expressly for the work, and to own her myself.


  —DONALD BAXTER MACMILLAN, 1920




  MACMILLAN ORDERED ICE WATER AT THE CELEBRATION FOR Robert Edwin Peary’s 1909 discovery of the North Pole. While incomparable to the chilled Labrador water he recently siphoned off the top of a nearby iceberg a few weeks earlier, he savored its coolness nonetheless. Returning from Peary’s final Arctic expedition, Donald Baxter MacMillan resolved to continue Arctic exploration. On his expedition with Peary, he had begun the research that would become his life’s work.


  During 1910–1920, MacMillan returned to the Arctic almost every year in an assortment of vessels, from a canoe to the 170-foot USS Thetis, where he served as second mate. He explored the presumed location north of Ellesmere Island of Peary’s Crocker Land, which proved to be nonexistent. He retraced the steps of previous explorers, including Kane (1855), Nares (1875), and Peary himself (1906), retrieving their reports left in the customary stone cairns. After WWI Navy service testing experimental aircraft, he returned to the Arctic, joining an unsuccessful commercial voyage to Hudson Bay in 1920.1


  After his last voyage, he returned to Freeport, Maine, and his first book, Four Years in the White North (Harper, 1918) was published. This book was followed by an unpublished manuscript titled The Bowdoin in Baffin Land, describing the first voyage of the schooner.2 MacMillan received an honorary doctorate in science from Bowdoin College for his Arctic research and discoveries. He continued doctoral studies in anthropology at Harvard.3


  While in his second teaching position at Swarthmore Preparatory School in Pennyslvania after graduating from Bowdoin College in 1888, MacMillan established a summer camp with a fellow teacher, Sam Palmer, on Bustins Island in Casco Bay. At Camp Wychmere, MacMillan taught seamanship and scientific exploration, objectives to be later advanced in 1921 with his Arctic schooner Bowdoin, and sustained throughout his career. The camp was very likely the first of its kind in the country, a place where boys could learn to sail a boat and study seamanship and navigation, thoroughly immersed in a marine environment.4


  At Wychmere, MacMillan received a letter from the explorer Robert Edwin Peary, a resident of nearby Eagle Island, requesting that MacMillan privately tutor his son Robert in the subjects being taught at Camp Wychmere. Peary also inquired if MacMillan had ever considered exploring in the north. MacMillan had come to Peary’s attention when he rescued ten capsized boaters on the bay over several days.5


  MacMillan responded with thanks to Peary and described his dreams of exploring the north, asking to volunteer on Peary’s expeditions. Due to teaching duties, he was unable to accompany Peary when first invited in 1907, when Peary voyaged the furthest north but did not reach his goal. However, MacMillan later accompanied Peary in 1908 as his assistant on Peary’s last voyage and the Pole’s discovery.6


  In 1921, MacMillan began teaching anthropology at Bowdoin College, although he still longed to revisit the Arctic. While planning his return, he concluded that “in the choice of a ship lay the key to successful Arctic exploration.”7 Furthermore, MacMillan wanted a ship “built expressly for the work, and [to] own her himself.”8 His own practicality, along with Peary’s advice that “hiring a ship at $15,000 is what consumes valuable funds that should be used for other purposes,” influenced his decision.9


  Earlier Arctic explorers Dr. Elisha Kent Kane and Dr. Isaac Israel Hayes had successfully voyaged in the 1800s with small sailing ships. Sails, with the minimal use of auxiliary power, both reduced the amount of necessary fuel and its cost, as well as offered additional funds and space for supplies. The larger, heavier, metal ships were often icebound, or irreparably damaged, whereas small, wooden ships had the size and commensurate flexibility to maneuver and withstand Arctic conditions.10


  Indeed, a sailing vessel of 55 tons in 1616, the Discovery, was one of the first to sail in Arctic waters. While this is easily acknowledged by those who have seen authentic replicas of Christopher Columbus’s ships, nevertheless, allegedly due to her small size, the claim and reports of her important discovery of only water at the North Pole were disregarded for over 200 years.11


  With his knowledge of Arctic conditions, MacMillan envisioned a vessel able to travel within the ice, offer adequate protection for herself and her crew, and carry the supplies required to not only survive but to safely research, work, live, and connect with native Inuit, fishermen, Moravian missionaries, and fur traders inhabiting the Arctic. As fuel was usually unavailable north of Sidney, Nova Scotia, the ship must be minimally powered, with an engine able to burn a combination of kerosene, whale and seal oil if needed. Moreover, a small vessel could be buried in the snow to protect her from the climate.12


  MacMillan described the requirements for his vessel:



   She should be of wood, and not one whit larger than is necessary to carry the equipment and provisions of the personnel, plus the quality of seaworthiness in sailing the waters en route to the objective point. Theoretically, a small ship can be constructed stronger than a large one. She will lift more easily when under pressure, she can worm herself through narrow leads, she can take sharper corners, she can hug the land for safety, take refuge from the pack behind rocks and ledges, anchor in shallow harbors, and when frozen in can be more easily and quickly banked with snow and more economically heated. She should have the very best of a white oak frame, heavy oak planks, white pine decks, a heavy ceiling of Oregon pine, and an outside sheathing of greenheart or ironwood to serve as a protection against the abrasive power of ice. To be without this last . . . is to court disaster from the minute one enters the ice.13




  Importantly, since the Arctic tides were slightly more than 10 feet, the ship would draw only 10 feet to be capable of sailing close to shore, where the ice was thinner. Furthermore, she could be bottomed out at high tide to accomplish any maintenance or needed repairs, then refloated at the next high tide.14


  MacMillan had read of the Norwegian explorer Fritijof Nansen’s ship Fram, which was deliberately frozen in the ice pack. The 127-foot ship had floated for three years, coming within 273 miles of the North Pole; its rounded hull preventing the ice pressure from crushing the vessel. Nansen had taken soundings during the voyage, finding that the ocean north of Siberia was over 2 miles deep, proving to most that there was not a large landmass near the pole. MacMillan wrote “that the staunch Fram ever came back was almost a miracle.”15 Subsequently, a rounded hull became part of his design.


  The rounded hull would be narrow and deep, allowing her to be thrust above the ice when she became icebound, be righted when freed by the incoming tide. To direct the flow of ice away from the stern and vulnerable propeller, the hull’s width of 21 feet would be greatest just aft of amidships rather than immediately forward. The engine drives a single screw, protected by a skeg that runs from keel to rudder.16


  For additional safety, MacMillan planned two watertight bulkheads so that both ends of the vessel would float, even if she was broken in half. This was later adapted for its fail-safe properties, and presently, the Bowdoin has five watertight compartments.17


  All this would necessitate a sturdy wooden construction, so grounding on the bottom or hitting ice floes would not do other than minimal damage, to be repaired with a new plank or two. With these requirements, MacMillan commissioned well-known marine architect William H. Hand of New Bedford, Massachusetts, to design a schooner. Furthermore, Hand agreed with naval architect John Alden on the choice of a shipyard, who said, “If I could get them, I’d never let anyone but the Hodgdon brothers of East Boothbay touch a ship of mine.”18


  After meeting with the Hodgdons, and agreeing upon a cost of $35,000, MacMillan’s Artic exploration vessel began assembly at the Hodgdon Brothers Shipyard in East Boothbay, Maine. The yard was later sold to Joel Stevens and Jake Goudy, who carefully maintained the Bowdoin through the years for MacMillan using the originally specified materials for all maintenance and repairs. While Hand had drawn the basic design, Charles Hodgdon supplemented the double hull, reinforcing with white oak, the last treenailed vessel Hodgdons built.19


  MacMillan named his vessel after Bowdoin College, from which he graduated in 1898, delayed a year due to illness. At the Bowdoin’s dedication, MacMillan’s niece, May Fogg, was unable to break the traditional bottle of champagne over her bow due to Prohibiton. Instead, May recalls, “I stood in the bow, with Uncle Don right next to me, and I threw flowers overboard.”20


  The Bowdoin is a gaff-rigged knockabout schooner with two Douglas fir masts, a white oak hull, and white pine deck. Reinforced with white oak for Arctic conditions and originally sheathed with ironwood up to the waterline, she carries an observation barrel at the top of her foremast.


  The Bowdoin was first built with a 60-horsepower Fairbanks Morse engine, capable of burning crude oil, kerosene, and even seal or whale oil if necessary. Using 120 gallons a day, or 5 gallons an hour, allowed a motor cruising speed of 8 knots, with a radius of 3,629 miles, although the Bowdoin is only 15 tons net with a 2,200-gallon tank capacity.21 This was replaced with a Cummins 100 HP Diesel as a gift from Cummins, and she is presently powered by a 190 HP Cummins Diesel.22


  MacMillan believed that when “navigating in such dangerous waters, a ship should have the double margin of safety by being well equipped with both sails and power, for rapidly whirling propeller blades in contact with ice are easily bent and stripped, and shafts broken.”23


  At the time the Bowdoin was built, “she was the strongest wooden vessel in the world. She aroused the admiration of everybody who worked on her, and since then of everybody who sailed aboard her.”24


  Comparable admiration of her continues. In the present day, she is an established sight along the shores of Maine, serving not only as a college training ship but as a goodwill ambassador, the Official Maine State Vessel.


  The Bowdoin first became a recognizable feature in another part of North America, as she sailed eighteen voyages for MacMillan’s expeditions exploring the Arctic from 1921 to 1954.25 MacMillan’s earliest voyages were made with only the aid of frequently inaccurate charts—which he corrected through research and observation—with only a fathometer to read depth and a radio direction finder to determine his location. However, on her last voyage in 1954 with MacMillan, Bowdoin carried the latest communication and navigation equipment, flying the flag for MacMillan’s new rank of rear admiral from the mainmast.26


  MacMillan’s first voyage in 1921 with his new ship was to Baffin Island, north of Labrador. Baffin Island was found in 1616 by Robert Bylot, the master of the ship Discovery, one of the first ships to sail in the Arctic region. The sighting was credited to his pilot, a historian who wrote about the discovery, and signed the information: Written by William Baffin. The captain’s only recognition was from the naming of an island off the northern coast of Baffin Island as Bylot Island.27


  MacMillan additionally planned to explore the unknown eastern side of the island to answer one of ornithology’s unsolved problems: locating the breeding grounds of the blue goose. He determined that the breeding grounds of the goose were in the interior of Baffin Island, and although the schooner did not sail to the eastern side, eventually a nest with a clutch of eggs, obtained by an Innuit, was brought back by a crew member.28


  The Carnegie Institution in Washington, DC, donated supplies with which MacMillan and crew, including Navy Ensign Richard Goddard of Winthrop, Massachusetts, later a professor of astronomy at Dartmouth College, built at Schooner Harbor, where the Bowdoin was moored for the winter. It was one of many scientific stations for the study of Northern terrestrial magnetism and atmospheric electricity that were established due to the many magnetic fluctuations found in the region.29


  Leaving Wiscasset, Maine, down the Sheepscot River on July 16, the Bowdoin’s six-man crew was composed of scientists. Mac-Millan relied on the universities, geographic societies, and natural history museums to help fund his expeditions; in payment he conducted research for them.


  MacMillan had paid for the Bowdoin’s construction partly through his lectures, as well as publishing articles and photographs in National Geographic magazine, although most of the schooner’s cost had been met by selling $100 shares in her to people interested in science. His second book, the first published on his own expeditions, Etah and Beyond, or Life Within Twelve Degrees of the Pole, is dedicated to “My good friends who helped me build the Bowdoin and thus made my Arctic work possible.”30


  Above the coast of Labrador, the Bowdoin entered the Hudson Strait at Port Burwell and continued up the western coast of Baffin Island, around the Foxe Basin, crossing and recrossing the Arctic Circle near Cape Burnil. MacMillan wrote that the Arctic Circle was an “imaginary line, called by the ancient Greeks the ‘Bear’s Circle,’ hence our name, ‘Arctic,’ from the Greek word meaning bear. A circle drawn through the constellation of the Great Bear was the limit of the stars always visible to the Greeks above the northern horizon.”31


  On August 23, the Bowdoin was above the Arctic Circle, with no northern or western openings in the surrounding icepack. Instead of backing up to a glacial freshwater stream feeding into the ocean, they tied onto pan ice, and filled their water tanks from the pool of fresh water always on the surface of the floe, then headed out under power to the southeast. MacMillan searched in this direction and found open water after hours of navigation, then headed northeast under sail. MacMillan kept watch in the ice barrel that served as a crow’s nest 60 feet above the deck, while the botanist Rutherford Platt was at the helm.32


  Unexpectedly, a growler—an old, compacted iceberg—abruptly appeared. Unable to avoid it, the Bowdoin struck it at the center. However, MacMillan wrote, “the Bowdoin bounded like a rubber ball, and went serenely on her way, but for the rest of the night at reduced speed. She had had her baptism by fire and emerged triumphant.”33


  Near Cape Dorset, they rounded King Charles Cape later that week and discovered a large island with a substantial deep-water harbor, an ideal sanctuary safe from winds from any direction. With sufficient depth at low water, freedom from ice pressure and strong currents, abundant game, and a good water supply, here the Bowdoin would remain for the winter. The port became known as Schooner Harbor and is still designated by this name on the charts.34


  When the Canadian
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