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Ada Blackjack’s Arctic Gamble


[image: A drawing shows Ada Blackjack in fur clothing, smiling amid falling snowflakes.]


In 1921, 23-year-old Ada Blackjack (1898-1983) walked into Nome, Alaska, USA, broken and exhausted. Her husband, who was a dog sled driver, had cruelly abandoned Ada and her son in a remote part of Alaska. She had walked more than 60 km to reach Nome, carrying her sick son, Bennett, much of the way.


[image: A drawing shows snow falling over scattered houses, half buried in snow, and hills in a quiet winter landscape.; A drawing shows a snow-covered village with houses, churches, steeples, and falling snowflakes.]


At least Ada was familiar with this small, wintry city. Nome was where she had been sent by her mother when she was eight years old to go to a church school. There, she learned how to read, write, sew and cook. Now, Ada’s son, Bennett, was five years old and ill with tuberculosis. Ada could not care for him nor afford the expensive treatments for his illness. She placed her son in a local children’s home but vowed to earn enough money, sewing clothes as a seamstress, to bring him home.


Not long after, a man called Vilhjalmur Stefansson arrived in the city. He was a man with a plan. He wanted to send people to live on empty, treeless Wrangel Island in the Chukchi Sea, north of Siberia in Russia. With people living there, he planned for the island to be claimed by Canada, the United Kingdom or the United States as their territory. Vilhjalmur didn’t mind which nation, just as long as he made his fortune as a result.


Vilhjalmur had been born William Stephenson in Canada but changed his name to sound more exotic. In the 1900s, he travelled widely through the Arctic and gave popular lectures describing the region as a friendly, beautiful place of great opportunity. He recruited four young men to go and live on Wrangel Island: Fred Maurer and Lorne Knight were the oldest at 28 whilst Allan Crawford was just 20 and Milton Galle, 19.


In Nome, Vilhjalmur attempted to hire many Iñupiat (local Inuit people) to do all the hunting and fishing for the four young men on Wrangel Island. Ada was an Iñupiat but was quiet, boasted few outdoor skills and was certainly no hunter. Yet, she was offered a fortune at the time – $50 a month – far more than she could earn as a cook or seamstress in Nome. Despite her fears about the expedition, Ada accepted the offer.


[image: A drawing shows a fishing boat with two tall masts floating on a calm sea.]


When she arrived at the dockside in September 1921 ready to board the boat Silver Wave, she encountered three nasty surprises. Firstly, all the other Iñupiat had refused to go. It was just her and four white men. Secondly, Vilhjalmur had skimped on supplies, insisting that the expedition could make up the rest of the food needed through hunting and fishing. Thirdly, the famed explorer wasn’t coming with them; Vilhjalmur said he had other business to attend to but promised a ship laden with supplies would visit the following summer.


Two weeks later, the Silver Wave dropped the expedition off at Wrangel Island. Their number had increased by one with a kitten called Victoria, or Vic for short. As the ship sailed out of sight and the men went to plant a flagpole, Ada’s mood darkened. What had she agreed to? How would she survive?


From the start, the men treated her like a servant, ordering her to do the cooking and cleaning and mocking her quietness and her manners. When she refused to perform a task, she was punished. Sometimes, they withheld her food. Other times, she was treated more brutally. “The seamstress refused to patch a pair of boots to-day,” wrote Lorne Knight in his diary. “So, I tied her to the flagpole until she promised to repair them.” She was also terrified of the polar bears spotted stalking their camp in the distance.


[image: A drawing shows an island shore with mist-covered cliffs, floating ice, and a calm sea.]


As the expedition’s first winter on Wrangel Island arrived, Ada rallied. She was here on a mission to earn money to pay for medical treatment for her son so she had to succeed. She threw herself into the tasks the men set for her. She prepared and cooked meals, such as walrus stew, and created new winter clothes for the others out of animal skins.


[image: A drawing shows Ada Blackjack in a fur-lined dress working on an animal skin with fur, while snow falls.]


The expedition was running out of some foods and goods and was desperate for the supply ship the next summer, but it never arrived. Ice had blocked its route. The expedition’s mood darkened that autumn. Ada and the men were suffering from not getting enough fresh fruit or vegetables in their diet. Lorne in particular was very ill with scurvy, which caused his gums to bleed and some of his teeth to fall out. He rarely left his sleeping bag.


In 1923, one foggy January morning, Ada awoke to find the other three men had abandoned the camp. They had taken supplies and the sleds with them to travel across the frozen Chukchi Sea to Siberia. They were never seen again.


Ada tried to nurse Lorne and find ways to feed and protect the pair. She didn’t know how to shoot and was terrified by wolves and polar bears encircling the camp. She fought to overcome her fear of guns and taught herself how to shoot, aiming at an empty tin of tea as a target. Within a few weeks she was shooting ducks and other birds for food.


[image: A drawing shows snow falling over buildings and surrounding structures, along with a tent with the front flap open and surrounded by large objects.; A drawing shows a tent with surrounding snow, a campfire, smoke, and scattered supplies.]


Eventually Lorne died, leaving Ada all alone. Her only thoughts now were of survival. She reinforced her tent with wooden planks and built a rack for a gun above her bed so she could grab the weapon should a bear or wolf enter her camp. She also constructed a platform which she could stand on and see all around, to check if polar bears were close by.


Once, whilst cleaning a seal she had caught, a polar bear and its cub entered the camp and stormed towards her. Ada yelped with fear but reached for her shotgun. She quickly fired two shots over the bears’ heads, forcing them to retreat.


Ada used her seamstress skills to fashion new, warmer clothes for herself. She sewed a warm parka coat from reindeer skin and fashioned new boots out of animal hides and seal skin. She had to chew the tough seal skin for hours in her mouth to make it soft and flexible enough to be sewed in as soles for her new boots.


[image: A drawing shows Ada Blackjack in a fur coat, holding a rifle, walking through falling snow.; A drawing shows a large polar bear walking beside a smaller cub through falling snow.]


With ammunition for the guns running out, she started collecting birds’ eggs to eat. She also built a simple boat from driftwood, tent canvas and old animal skins to try to head out into the sea and fish. Finding food got harder and harder. Her weight dropped to just 40 kilograms – about the weight of a 12-year-old child today – and she suffered from scurvy and ill health.
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