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DEDICATED TO

Anaukaq and Kali, my friends


Remembered by What I Have Done

Up and away, like a dew of the morning

That soars from the earth to its home in the sun;

So let me steal away, gently and lovingly

Only remembered by what I have done.

My name, and my place, and my tomb all forgotten,

The brief race of time well and patiently run

So let me pass away, peacefully, silently,

Only remembered by what I have done.

Gladly away from this trail would I hasten,

Up to the crown that for me has been won.

Unthought of by man in rewards or in praises—

Only remembered by what I have done.

Not myself, but the truth, that in life I have spoken;

Not myself, but the seed that in life I have sown

Shall pass on to ages—all about me forgotten,

Save the truth I have spoken, the things I have done.

Sincerely yours

Matthew Alexander Henson

Poem found in Matthew Henson’s diary, Matthew A. Henson Collection, Morgan State University, Baltimore.


FOREWORD TO THE 2018 EDITION BY DEIRDRE STAMM

By the 1980s, when S. Allen Counter began to take an interest in the contact of Arctic explorer Robert Peary and his assistant Matthew Henson with the Greenland Inuit, it may have seemed to most readers that the story of the North Pole conquest was largely played out. The old debate of who got to the magic spot first seemed to have stalled with supporters of Peary and Frederick Cook at loggerheads. New insights into the exploration of the polar region were slow in coming, despite the partisan and non-partisan efforts of astronomers, physicists, mathematicians, historians, latter-day explorers, and nautical experts to find the definitive answer to the Peary-Cook debates over who got there first, or indeed whether either made it at all. There were outposts of research such as the Peary-MacMillan Arctic Museum and Arctic Studies Center at Bowdoin College, of course, where curators diligently combed through hard evidence of all kinds to piece together a detailed and objective narrative of Peary’s years in the Arctic. By then, however, public attention to exploration was focused elsewhere, such as continental Antarctica, outer space, and more mundane but promising regions of scientific research. The human element was certainly considered by researchers in Peary/Henson studies, but more through the lens of the hard rather than soft sciences. There were some exceptions. There had been published anthropological observations of the Inuit culture, most notably by explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson. And interest in Henson largely invoked contemporary racial issues by the 1980s. But in general, public interest in exploration seemed to have turned elsewhere.

Neurophysiologist and social historian Counter introduced a unique blend of methodologies to the understanding of the Peary/Henson experience in the far North with his book North Pole Legacy: Black, White and Eskimo (1991). Acting as participant observer and ultimately as actor in the lives of the explorers’ Inuit progeny, Counter overcame many physical and administrative barriers to develop personal relationships with the indigenous descendants of Peary and Henson, to elicit community memories of their forebears, and ultimately to bring about meetings in the US of the explorers’ US and Inuit descendants. Sharing African-American ancestry with Henson, Counter was particularly interested in the life experiences of Henson and his Inuit descendants, and of the possible role of racial prejudice in their lives.

Counter brought storytelling skills to the presentation of his findings, resulting in his highly readable and enlightening book. In doing so, he provided new evidence about the personal interactions of Peary’s parties with the Greenland Inuit. Social issues of race, sex, class, motivation, exploitation, and loyalty are addressed indirectly as Counter tells the personal stories of a few dozen Inuit whose lives were intimately affected by their shifting familial relationships to Peary and to Henson.

Those looking for evidence of racial prejudice in Peary’s northern ventures can certainly find it, but compared with many contemporaries, he tended to respect ability and practicality when he saw it. While in the North, he lived on intimate terms with those identified as racially “different,” albeit within constraints of western notions of class and rank. Peary’s long-standing relationship to Henson, an African-American considered of lesser social status, provides one example, of such close dependence and physical proximity. Peary’s relationship to the Greenland Inuit (or “Eskimos” in his time) constitute another example. The race question for Henson was more complex. He seemed to have been entirely comfortable with the Inuit, who recognized that his coloration was similar to theirs, and for this and other reasons welcomed him with particular warmth. In fact he is described as living at least as often in Inuit households as with fellow expedition members.

From his Arctic experience and from its literature, Peary developed an appreciation of Inuit men as able hunters, providers, and responsible heads of households. He took full advantage of their skills, rewarding their work with the kinds of remuneration that generated long-term cooperation and loyalty. Peary also appreciated and exploited the skills of Inuit women in turning arctic resources into forms that could be eaten, worn, and enjoyed. He wrote admiringly of their skills: “Household duties are as carefully practiced (allowing for differences in materials) as in any domestic circle.” (Robert E. Peary, Nearest the Pole, New York, Doubleday, Page & Company, 1907, p. 380.) Inuit women performed their duties while nurturing children in conditions that may strike us today as impossibly uncomfortable, inconvenient, and even hazardous. Although it has made many modern readers uncomfortable to acknowledge this fact, indigenous women were also valued by many Northern adventurers for the companionship and sexual comforts that they could provide to men far from home and lonely for female contact.

Peary himself developed a sexual relationship with a very young, already married woman named Ahlikahsingwah, who bore him two boys. The first, Anaukaq, died young, and the second, Kali, born in 1906, lived well into old age. Henson too maintained a seemingly stable relationship with an Inuit woman named Akatingwah who in 1906 bore Henson one child, also named Anaukaq. He, like Kali, lived into old age. According to Counter, the husbands of these women, who were brothers, in effect adopted the explorers’ children. Both Kali and (Henson’s son) Anaukaq were alive at the time of Counter’s visit and figure prominently in his story.

Henson’s generally-accepted liaison with his Inuit consort yielded many practical advantages, which would otherwise have been unavailable to him, leading to facility in the Eskimo language, superior native-style clothing, well-honed skills in dog driving, and knowledge of food acquisition and preparation. The entire expedition, in effect, benefited from Henson’s close liaison with his close Inuit companions.

Henson clearly indicates his approval of Eskimo marital arrangements in recollections of a courtship conversation with his second wife Lucy Ross, whom he married in 1908. The exchange might strike the modern reader as a kind of test of Lucy’s acceptance of Henson’s unconventional domestic history.

Asked if he thought that Inuit women are pretty by Lucy Ross’s mother, Henson addressed his response to Lucy:


Yes, the Eskimo women are pretty . . . At least, the Eskimo men who marry them think so.” [Mrs. Ross continued,] “You mean they really marry . . . I thought they were—were immoral and very dirty. . .” [Henson directed his answer to Lucy.] “Eskimos marry. . . but like innocent children, without laws and church, for they have neither. . . [but] sometimes I think they are more moral than we are, for they’re honest and never lie. They marry to raise families, and a man is always happy when his wife presents him with a child, even if it isn’t his.” (Bradley Robinson, Dark Companion, Robert M. McBride & Company, New York, NY, p. 180-181.)



In more modern times, some have criticized Peary, and to a lesser degree Henson, for the “abandonment” of children born of these intimate relationships with Inuit women. While the behavior of both Peary and Henson in this matter could be seen as reflective of their time and circumstances, the story is complicated by the fact that neither man grew up with a father and neither had firsthand experience of paternal responsibility and nurturing. A further complicating factor is that Henson never had the resources to help his Inuit son, had he wanted to.

The philosophical and moral questions raised by the story of the Inuit children of Peary and Henson are legion and confounding, especially from a position of hindsight. While Counter touches by implication on delicate matters of race, sex, class, motivation, exploitation, and loyalty, he largely avoids speculation and judgment. His is a factual telling of the story of the Peary and Henson Inuit family experiences over many decades subsequent to the departure of the explorers in 1909. The account culminates with the affecting description of the Inuit families’ emotion-filled meetings in 1987 in the US with some of their American cousins.


NORTH POLE LEGACY


CHAPTER ONE
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Anaukaq, Son of Mahri-Pahluk

The old Polar Eskimo, bent slightly at the waist, steps briskly across the pack ice toward his team of sled dogs. Curled up like giant woolen balls, partially covered by a recent blizzard, the wolflike beasts come to life in response to his calls, “Kim-milk! Kim-milk! [Dog! Dog!].” They shake the crusted snow from their thick coats and yawn with soft howls as Anaukaq greets each of them by name and pats its head. Sensing that they are about to be hitched up for a trip, the dogs wag their tails and begin whining excitedly, for a Polar Eskimo dog would much rather be running than sleeping.

With graceful, measured movements, Anaukaq untangles the traces that tether each dog to stakes driven deep in the hard snow—traces now made of durable nylon rather than of the more perishable sealskin used in his youth. The dogs prance about and snap at one another playfully as he connects them, one by one, to the front of an eight-foot wooden sled with tall rear upstanders. He beckons me to a thick deerskin seat at the rear of the sled and we’re off, rushing down the hillside toward the frozen bay with Anaukaq cracking his whip above the dogs’ ears.

As we head out of the settlement, Anaukaq’s eighteen-year-old grandson Nukka runs from his house and jumps on the sled, whip in hand. The family has assigned him to chaperon his grandfather over the dangerous mounds of broken ice scattered across the bay—subtly, of course, so as not to hurt the old hunter’s feelings.

The eight dogs pull us much faster than I had thought possible. “Wock, wock, wock, wock,” the old man yells, directing the dogs to the left. “Ahchook, ahchook, ahchook” and, like the turning wheels of a car, the dogs and sled move to the right. Anaukaq looks back at me and laughs as he detects my admiration. Dogsled driving is considered a Polar Eskimo’s most valuable skill, and Anaukaq is exceptionally good at it.

No doubt this skill was learned, yet perhaps he was born with a talent for it. For if he is who he says he is, his father was reputed to be among the greatest dogsled drivers in the world. Anaukaq has told me that he is the son of Matthew Alexander Henson, one of the first two Americans to reach the North Pole. This claim has been corroborated by other Polar Eskimo elders, who still refer to Henson as “Mahri-Pahluk,” meaning “Matthew the Kind One,” a name given him by their forebears nearly a century ago. More telling still, Anaukaq has a much darker complexion than the other Eskimos and very curly black hair—a trait rarely found among his people. Matthew Henson, too, was kulnocktooko [dark skinned]. He was, in fact, the only black known to have visited this Arctic region before Anaukaq was born.

[image: image]

After about a half hour’s ride, we reach our destination: the offshore seal traps set by Anaukaq’s son Avataq, who is some hundred miles away hunting walrus. Anaukaq chops a hole in the ice around a rope, which is tied to a stake. Once the rope is free, he tugs several times to see whether there is a seal attached. “No luck,” he says. “We’ll come back tomorrow.” Anaukaq seems to take great delight in this chore. As an old retired hunter who now for the most part is confined to his village, he would feel useless if he did not have some food-gathering responsibilities, so his five sons permit him to travel up and down the bay, accompanied by his grandchildren, to examine their traps.

Returning to the warmth of his son Ajako’s home, a boxlike wooden structure that the Eskimos still call an “igloo,” we pull off our snowshoes and prepare to enter the main room of the house in our socks. Anaukaq leans over and with a pocket knife cuts off a sliver of walrus heart hanging just inside the door. “Mahmaktoe [Tasty]”, he says, looking at me with an inviting smile. He cuts a second sliver and hands it to me. I reluctantly put the raw, bloody meat in my mouth saying to myself, “It’s okay. It’s only cardiac muscle,” but thinking all along that it tastes simply like dull, uncooked meat. “Mahmaktoe,” I say, without conviction.

As we enter the central room, Anaukaq’s daughter-in-law Puto is scraping the fat from a polar bear skin so that it can be properly stretched to make pants for her son Nukka, who has just killed his first nanook [polar bear]. The sweet aroma of polar bear meat in Puto’s stew on the stove permeates the house. As a gesture of good will and respect for her father-in-law, Puto pulls a small piece of fat from the polar bear skin and hands it to him.

“Thank you,” Anaukaq says. “Mmmm, very tasty!” The old-timers love this delicacy. “For you, here,” he says, offering me a slice.

“No, thanks, my friend.” I point to the kitchen. “I will wait for the nanook that is being cooked out there.” I will only eat cooked polar meat because of the high risk of trichinosis from eating it raw. As the Polar Eskimos themselves are aware, trichinosis has been a major health problem within their community for many years, primarily as a result of their consumption of raw polar bear and bearded seal.

Anaukaq laughs politely. “Okay, but it’s very tasty.”

Eventually the stew is ready, and Anaukaq’s granddaughter Malina serves me a portion with some hot tea. The polar bear meat has been boiled thoroughly without any spices, because none grow in this desolate part of the world and so they are hard to come by. Nevertheless, it is quite flavorful.

“Mmm, mahmaktoe,” I say, to the delight of everyone present. Each nods with pleasure.

As we sit and eat, Puto resumes scraping the polar bear skin with her ulu, a small, flat, half-moon shaped utility knife that Eskimo women use for everything from flensing seals to slicing foods. After a while I sense that Anaukaq is watching me closely. I look up, and our eyes meet. He smiles, a little embarrassed that I caught him staring. He reaches over and rubs my head, then his own hair, and laughs. “Curly! We have the same curly hair. We are the same people, black people.”

“Yes, that’s right,” I agree, as everyone in the room breaks into laughter.

“You must be my relative,” he says.

“Well, in spirit, perhaps, but not by family line.” He seems a bit disappointed. It is not the first time he has said this to me. He finds it difficult to believe that we are not related, because he has never seen another black person outside of his own family. Can he really be who he says he is? I believe him, but I wonder.

I have come to Moriussaq, this tiny Eskimo village some one thousand miles above the Arctic Circle, because of my special interest in Matthew Henson. For many years he has been my hero, and I have struggled to gain him the recognition he deserved but never received during his lifetime. Henson was among the most successful Arctic explorers of all time, yet he remains relatively unknown in his own country. The reason for this paradox is as clear as American history, and it all comes down to a single world: race. Because Henson was black, his achievements were overshadowed by those of his white companion, Comdr. Robert Edwin Peary.

On April 6, 1909, Henson, Peary, and four Polar Eskimos reached a point that the two Americans determined to be the North Pole. During their previous eighteen years together in the Arctic, Henson and Peary had risked life and limb together in over ten thousand miles of exploration. They had made several other attempts at the Pole, coming closer each time but never attaining their goal. They had discovered meteorites, new fauna, and previously unknown geographical features, such as the fact that Greenland is an island rather than a continent that extended to the North Pole. Throughout, Henson had been an invaluable asset to Peary—as dogsled driver, mechanic, navigator, translator, and friend. So it was only fitting, and only fair, that they reached the top of Earth together and “nailed the Stars and Stripes to the Pole.”

Once their goal was achieved, Henson and Peary left Greenland for the United States, never to return. But both left behind a legend and a legacy. Anaukaq is part of that legacy.

Anaukaq tells me that since his childhood, he has heard many wonderful stories about the great Mahri-Pahluk. Having no memory of his father, he has only these stories to go by, but the stories have made him very proud. Matthew Henson, he says, was the most popular outsider ever to visit his land. Polar Eskimo legends and songs tell of how masterfully Mahri-Pahluk could drive a dogsled, hunt a walrus, and skin a seal. They also tell of his long trek north across the great sea ice, with Ootah, Seegloo, Egingwah, Ooqueah, and Peary, to the strange place they call the North Pole. The Eskimos, it is said, would never have traveled so far from their land were it not for Mahri-Pahluk’s presence and persuasion. Henson knew most of the 218 members of the tribe and spoke their difficult language fluently. Peary was known to the Eskimos as the commander of the expeditions, the one who could provide them with pay in the form of valuable goods. But Henson was known as the man who made the expeditions work. Even the great Ootah said that while the other outsiders were like children in the ways of the Eskimo, Mahri-Pahluk was a natural in their world. He was one of them.


CHAPTER TWO
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“You must be a Henson”

My trip to Moriussaq had its origins in a conversation that took place some years earlier in Stockholm, Sweden. I was a visiting professor at the Karolinska Nobel Institute at the time, and my colleague Dr. Erik Borg invited me to dinner. Over the years Erik, his wife, Birgitta, and their children had become my adopted Swedish family, and I had often dined at their home in the suburb of Bromma.

On this particular occasion we were joined by Erik’s old schoolmate Peter Jacobson and his family. Peter had recently returned from Greenland and was keen on telling us about his trip. After dinner, when the conversation turned to Arctic exploration, I mentioned that a black American had made significant contributions to that field. To my surprise, both the Jacobsons and the Borgs knew about Matthew Henson. The Swedes, like other Scandinavians, are fond of Arctic lore and history. They grow up on stories of explorers such as Roald Amundsen and Peter Freuchen, much as American children do on tales of Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett.

Peter told us of rumors that there were some dark-skinned Eskimos in Greenland who might be the descendants of Henson, as well as others of particularly light complexion who might be the offspring of Commander Peary. The possibility of “white” Eskimos was not surprising, since it was well known that many Danish men stationed in Greenland over the years had fathered children with Eskimo women. But the notion of “black” Eskimos intrigued me. I made a mental note to investigate this matter later.

During the next few years I read everything I could about Henson and Peary, hoping to uncover some evidence that would confirm or disprove the rumors Peter Jacobson had heard. I learned a great deal about the history of polar exploration, the controversy surrounding the conquest of the Pole, and the unique relationship between Henson and Peary, but I found no mention of Amer-Eskimo offspring in Henson’s and Peary’s own writings, and nothing elsewhere that went beyond rumor or innuendo. In the end I became convinced that the key to this mystery could not be found in any library or archive. If Henson and Peary had in fact left behind children in the Arctic, surely the Eskimos themselves would know. Perhaps only they would know. I decided I would have to ask them.
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The most difficult thing about visiting polar Greenland is getting there. Commercial transportation is limited to southern Greenland, where most of the inhabitants of this sparsely populated island live. Only American and Danish military planes serving the American air base at Thule are permitted in the northern part of the country. Built in 1955 on land traditionally occupied by a large group of Eskimos, who were forced to move, Dundas Air Force Base was established as part of an early-warning system and frontline defense against Soviet air attacks.

Permission for nonmilitary personnel to travel in the area is rarely granted, except for approved scientific studies and exploration. I therefore decided to apply to the Danish government for permission to conduct “a scientific study of ear disease in Eskimos and to interview some of the Polar Eskimos who were familiar with early American explorations in the area.” My proposed audiological study was serious. As a neurophysiologist, I had read extensively about the ear problems of Eskimos. Of particular interest to me were studies showing that Eskimos from Canada and lower Greenland suffered an unusually high degree of sensorineural (“nerve”) hearing loss. Sensorineural hearing impairment is irreversible and generally results from aging, ototoxic compounds, genetic factors, viruses, or noise trauma. Since no one had ever conducted a systematic hearing study of the Polar Eskimos, who are considered tribally and culturally different from Canadian Eskimos, such an undertaking seemed worthwhile. This way, even if my search for the descendants of Henson and Peary proved fruitless, I would have something to show for my efforts.

In the spring of 1986, at the end of a long trail of formal letters, long-distance phone calls, and lengthy applications, the Danish authorities granted my request. Several weeks later the First Space Wing of the U.S. Air Force gave me special permission to fly to Dundas Air Force Base on one of their C-141 transports. After arriving in Thule, I was forced to delay my journey to the Eskimo settlements because of high winds along the mountainous seacoast. Eventually, however, I boarded a helicopter that carried me to remote Moriussaq.

As the helicopter hovered over the edge of the tiny village, about a dozen young Eskimos ran out of their houses to greet me. The pilot set the aircraft down between two large orange oil drums that marked the landing zone and turned off the rotating blades. The young villagers rushed toward us, eager to collect any mail or supplies we might have brought and to get a look at their visitor. Unpacking my gear with the aid of the Eskimos, I asked if Tobius was among them.

“Yes,” responded the short, round-faced man standing next to me, smiling. “I am here. Welcome to my village.”

I had been directed to this settlement of about twenty families by a Polar Eskimo hunter named Panigpak Oaorana, who worked for the Danish ministry at Thule. Panigpak, who spoke only a little English, referred me to Tobius, who had previously worked at the base but now lived in Moriussaq. I asked Tobius if there was a family of dark-skinned Eskimos living in Moriussaq who were the descendants of Matthew Henson.

“Yes, there is such a family. Mahri-Pahluk’s family lives there, and over there, and over there,” he said, pointing to three different “igloos” in the distance.

“Will you take me over to meet them?” I asked.

“Yes, I take you.” We headed off in the direction of the houses. “How do you know of this family?” Tobius asked.

“From your friend Panigpak, at the base,” I replied.

“Oh, I see. They will be happy to see you.”

“Why? Are they expecting me?”

“Oh, no,” Tobius said, and then fell silent.

“Or is it because I am black?” I asked.

“I think so,” he said with a mischievous grin. “No black person has ever come here before.”

As we walked toward the settlement lugging my equipment and heavy backpack, I learned that Tobius had no formal training in English but had picked up the language over the years through his work at the air base. He was disappointed, he told me, that the base was now off-limits to most Polar Eskimos, though he agreed with the government’s efforts to preserve traditional Inuit culture by minimizing outside influences, including alcoholic beverages. I questioned Tobius more about the dark-skinned Eskimo family.

“The old father lives there, just over there, in that igloo,” he said, pointing to a small wooden structure covered with faded blue paint that lay just ahead of us.

“Let us visit the ‘old father’ first,” I suggested.

We gave wide berth to the big dogs tethered to stakes along the way and zigzagged around their large droppings, which seemed to be strewn everywhere. Many of the fierce-looking canines howled or yelped at our approach. When we finally reached the cottage, built in the style of a New England “saltbox,” Tobius climbed the steps and knocked loudly on the door. We could hear noises inside, and the voice of a man saying in Eskimo what must have been, “I’m coming.” Soon a dark-complexioned, elderly man with curly hair, high cheekbones, and Eskimo eyes appeared in the doorway. He was wearing a gray flannel shirt with its collar exposed under a bulky white sweater, gray wool trousers, and sealskin boots. Tobius, a big, full-toothed grin on his face, said something to the man in Eskimo and then turned to me. I smiled, extended my hand, and said (in the rehearsed Eskimo that I had learned from Panigpak), “Hi-nay [Hello], I am Allen Counter, from the United States.” The old man turned to Tobius, who translated. With a pleasant smile and soft laugh, the old man turned back and carefully examined my face.

“I am looking for the family of Myee-Paluk—Matthew Henson,” I continued.

Tobius quickly corrected me, “Mah-ri Pah-luk.”

I tried again, this time to the satisfaction of both men, “Mahri-Pahluk.”

“Hi-nay, the old man said, cheerfully grasping my hand. “I am Anaukaq, son of Mahri-Pahluk.”

“Son of Mahri-Pahluk?” I said incredulously, turning to Tobius. Could this be true? Offspring, yes, but could it be possible that this man is the son of Matthew Henson? His dark hair, smooth skin, and muscular frame did not appear to be those of a man old enough to be Henson’s son. Henson had left Greenland for the last time in September 1909. Any Eskimo child of his would therefore have to be at least seventy-seven years old, yet this man looked to be in his sixties, at most. Perhaps he is a grandson, I thought, and Tobius erred in his translation. After all, Henson and Peary had been in the area since 1891, sometimes up to four years at a stint, so they certainly could have fathered children who begat other children. But Tobius made it clear that there had been no mistranslation.

“Yes, he is the son of Mahri-Pahluk,” he said. “All of us up here know that.”

I studied Anaukaq’s face in detail. Everything about the appearance of the man said that I was looking at a descendant of Matthew Henson. Even his laugh and gestures were curious, somehow different from those of Panigpak and Tobius. Then again, I thought, maybe I was seeing what I wanted to see.

He tried to communicate something to me in his native tongue. I turned to Tobius. “What did he say?”

“He says you must be a Henson, and you have come to find him,” Tobius said with an inquisitive smile on his face. I could see in Anaukaq’s expression that he was elated by the thought and anticipated an affirmative response.

“Unfortunately, I am not a member of the Henson family,” I said and then added, “but I have come here as a friend, looking for any Polar Eskimo descendants of Mahri-Pahluk.”

Tobius translated. “I am Anaukaq, son of Mahri-Pahluk,” the old man proudly reiterated. “I am pleased that you have traveled to Moriussaq to see me.”
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We spent the next few days getting acquainted. Using his cane, Anaukaq walked me about the village, introducing me to his relatives and neighbors. One day, as we sat drinking some spiced tea that I had brought along, we talked at length about Anaukaq’s early life. What he knew of his father he had learned from his mother and the older Eskimos who had known Mahri-Pahluk. To their knowledge, he was the only child Henson fathered in the Arctic. Anaukaq said that he was born on Peary’s omiak [ship] in 1906. He then went on to tell me numerous stories about his life, particularly his childhood. As I listened, I became increasingly convinced that this vigorous, eighty-year-old “black” Eskimo was in fact the son of Matthew Alexander Henson. And I had found him—alive and well. I felt good inside.

In subsequent conversations, over the next couple of weeks, Anaukaq talked with me more and more personally, as if I were the long-lost relative he had hoped for. “You are the first kulnocktooko to visit my home,” he said. “I never thought anyone who looked like me would ever come to visit. I am very happy you came.” From time to time he would ask, “Are you sure you are not a Henson?” then laugh warmly. “You look very much like you could be one of my relatives.” He would then rub the hair on my head and say, “Very good,” after which he would touch his own hair. “The same. Your hair is the same as mine.” It became a kind of ritual between us, and each time we both would laugh. I noticed that he always clapped his hands when he laughed, as I have seen so many black Americans do.

“I have often wondered whether the curious urge to search for Matthew Henson’s descendants way up here might not be based on some unknown biological kinship to Henson’s family,” I told Anaukaq. “But I don’t think we’re related.”

Yet even if I were not his relative,’ what about other relatives? Anaukaq wanted to know. “Did Mahri-Pahluk have any children over there? Do I have any brothers and sisters in America?”

“I do not know,” I replied, “but to my knowledge your father had no children by his American wife, Lucy Ross Henson, whom he married after your birth.”

“Is that true?” He chuckled. “You mean my father had no American wife when he was with my mother?”

“No, not until after you were born.”

He laughed again. “Peary had two wives, one Eskimo and one in his own land. I thought maybe Mahri-Pahluk had two wives also.”

“No, he married Lucy in 1908, the year he and Peary left the United States for their last attempt to reach the Pole. They had no children then or later.” I could not be certain about other children from other relationships, of course, but I said I would be happy to initiate a search for possible relatives when I returned to the United States. Anaukaq wanted to know more about Lucy Henson, but information about her is so sparse I could only tell him a little about her background. At times he looked so disappointed at my lack of information that I had to reassure him I would do my best to track down his American relatives.

“All my life I have wanted so much to see my father or someone from his family,” Anaukaq told me. “When I was young, I would talk with my friends about traveling to the land of my father to visit him, but I had no way to get there. Then one day I realized he must be dead, and I dreamed of seeing his birthplace and burial place.” He paused, then continued. “My children too have wondered about their relatives over there. Even if I never meet them, I would like to have my children see their American relatives.” The poignancy of his expression was occasionally relieved by an awkward laugh, as if he were a little embarrassed about sharing such deep personal feelings with so new an acquaintance. When he was much younger, he said, he had often wondered why his father had never come back to visit him or sent for him to visit his distant homeland.

I explained to Anaukaq that even if his father had wanted to return to the Arctic, it would have been very difficult for him to do so. I described the obstacles that anyone of that era, and especially an African American, would have faced in trying to make such a journey. Even if Henson had wished to join one of the later expeditions led by his old friend Comdr. Donald B. MacMillan, it is doubtful he could have spared the time or the money. Having secured a minor post with the U.S. Customs Service in New York, he would have risked losing his job by taking an extended leave of absence. As it was, he and his wife both had to work full time in order to make ends meet.

“Akatingwah, my mother, held a special place in my heart,” Anaukaq said, after I had finished. “She was a feisty, tough, independent woman and a good mother.” She died when Anaukaq was a teenager, but his memories of her remained vivid. He told me, as did some of the older Eskimo women in the area, that Mahri-Pahluk loved Akatingwah but realized that she had been “given” by her family—in the Eskimo way of marriage—to an Inuit man named Kitdlaq. So his mother was technically “married” when she first lived with Matthew Henson in 1902. Her husband was a hunter who traveled regularly by dogsled across the ice between Ellesmere Island in Canada and northwest Greenland. He also worked as a hunter and in other capacities for Peary’s expeditionary teams. It was not uncommon then for married Eskimo women to cohabit with men other than their husbands for short periods, though this custom was usually confined to those within the community and was misunderstood by outsiders. What seems to have been unique about Henson’s relationship to Akatingwah is that the Polar Eskimos believed him to be a tribal relative and accepted him as such.

Several of the older Eskimo women in Moriussaq later told me that when Akatingwah gave birth to a dark-skinned baby with never-before-seen curly hair, everyone in the village knew at once that it was Mahri-Pahluk’s child. Like Anaukaq, they also expressed the belief that Matthew would have taken his “Eskimo wife” to his homeland if she had not already been given in marriage to another man.

Anaukaq himself seemed to have thought little about how different his life might have been if that had actually happened. As it was, he felt fortunate that his Eskimo stepfather had adopted him and reared him. Even after Akatingwah died, Kitdlaq had continued to be a “kind father” to him. Anaukaq loved and admired his stepfather, who taught him how to be a good father and a peeneeahktoe wah [great hunter], skilled in the ways of the Eskimo people.


CHAPTER THREE
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The Amer-Eskimo Hensons

“I was married to Aviaq for fifty-four wonderful years, and we had seven children. My wife died in 1975. She is buried over there.” Anaukaq pointed to a small graveyard just beyond the settlement. “I miss my wife dearly. I have been very lonely since her departure.”

Like most modern-day Eskimos, Aviaq is buried in a plot marked by a white Christian cross rather than in a traditional Eskimo surface-stone grave. In the past, Polar Eskimos buried their dead by covering the entire body and a few cherished possessions with stones. Men were typically buried fully clothed in their animal-skin garments alongside their sled and lead dog, strangled and tied to the sled for travel in the afterlife. Women were also clad in traditional sealskin attire and were buried with an oil lamp and ulu at their side. It is said that before the arrival of Christian missionaries at the turn of the century, a dead woman’s youngest infant would be strangled and placed in the grave out of fear of possible disease and because an unnursed infant was a burden to a wandering band of Arctic hunter-gatherers.

Since Aviaq’s death, Anaukaq’s sons and grandchildren help to look after him, stopping by his house whenever they can to make sure that he is all right.

“It is still not the same as having a wife for company,” he told me. “She used to go on hunting trips with me, and some years we traveled by dogsled hundreds of miles up and down the coast.”

On more than a few occasions, Anaukaq remembered, he and his wife had come close to death while out on the ice.

“I shall never forget the time Aviaq and I were out on a hunting trip, many days north of here, and I left her and the children behind at the igloo while I headed out to hunt seals. I located several seal breathing holes and a few seals on the ice, basking in the sun. As I crawled across the ice behind a white cloth screen, stalking the animals, I decided to climb up on a large hummock of ice to get a good aim. I never noticed that the ice was slowly shifting. After a few minutes, the ice hill cracked under my weight, and I went tumbling into a gaping crevasse, about two-men high. When I didn’t return to the igloo, Aviaq became worried. She left the younger children in the care of the older ones and set out looking for me. I heard her calling my name and I yelled back ‘Aviaq, my wife! Aviaq, my wife! Here!’ She found me and helped me out of the crevasse. I was so happy with my Aviaq. She saved my life.”

Some of the women of Moriussaq commented that Anaukaq and Aviaq had a model relationship. In fact, Aviaq had confided to several of her friends that she and Anaukaq had had only one fight in all their years of marriage. One old woman, Kayqeehuk, reminisced about her first meeting with Anaukaq:

“When I was a young girl of about fifteen, living with my parents near Savissivik, some people visited our settlement and stopped to speak to my father. There was a young boy, also about fifteen, with them named Anaukaq, who looked unlike any Inuit I had ever seen. He was very dark with the most beautiful curly hair. I wanted to touch his hair. I had never seen anything like it. I thought he was such a handsome man, the handsomest man I had ever seen. I and several of the other girls in my settlement wanted to marry this boy. Years later, we were a bit jealous when we learned that he had chosen Aviaq as his wife.”
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Matthew Henson was sixty-two years old and residing in New York City when, unknown to him, his first grandson was born on December 3, 1928, in polar Greenland. Anaukaq, then about twenty-two, and Aviaq, about seventeen, named their first son after Anaukaq’s beloved stepfather, Kitdlaq. This, Anaukaq said, was his greatest tribute to the man who had accepted him as his own blood-kin and had been a wonderful father to him.

Anaukaq took great pride in teaching his firstborn son to become a peeneeahktoe wah. Like most Eskimo men, he wanted his son to learn to be a good provider for his family and his village and to earn the respect of his peers. Early on Kitdlaq proved to be a quick learner and a skillful hunter. Like his father before him, he killed his first polar bear at the age of thirteen. By the time he was sixteen, he was a master kayaker and had developed an excellent reputation as a walrus hunter. He would approach the walrus prey by kayak and thrust his harpoon into the lung area from a few meters away. The injured walrus would then dive deep, carrying the harpoon tip and attached rope with it. A ballooned sealskin float attached to the other end of the rope prevented the walrus from diving too deep and served to mark its location. After a prolonged struggle, Kitdlaq and his companions would kill the walrus with their harpoons or guns. One large walrus could feed a family and their vital sled dogs for many weeks.

Then tragedy struck. Hunting alone, Kitdlaq one day approached a large bull walrus that appeared to be sleeping on an ice floe. Creeping up on the animal in the silent kayak, he got within a few meters before he raised his harpoon and prepared to hurl it into the animal’s body. Just as he let go of the harpoon, the animal was aroused by another walrus, and it turned its head toward Kitdlaq. The harpoon missed its mark and only grazed the beast’s neck.

The bull quickly slid from the ice floe into the water, where walruses can move with incredible speed. Kitdlaq tried to flee as fast as he could, but the wounded walrus overtook him and struck his kayak savagely with its head and tusks. The mighty blow split the kayak in half, sending Kitdlaq flying into the frigid water, head first. Some say that the walrus then struck Kitdlaq with its pointed tusks, killing him instantly. Others believe that he simply froze to death in the icy water. In any case, Kitdlaq, the first grandson of Matthew Henson, died a terrible death when he was sixteen years old.

The loss of their first child devastated Anaukaq and Aviaq. Not since his stepfather, the first Kitdlaq, died had Anaukaq felt such pain and sadness. According to Polar Eskimo tradition, a death should not be openly mourned for more than a few days. But the deceased’s name is not to be uttered again in the settlement for an indefinite period. During this time everyone in the community bearing the name of the deceased must give up his or her name until a new child is born in the settlement. The child is then given the name of the deceased, at which point all others may resume using their original names. Anaukaq told me that he had mourned his son’s death for years and still had not gotten over it fully.

In the weeks that followed, I met most of the other members of the Amer-Eskimo Henson clan: sons, grandsons, and great-grandchildren. We talked at length about the family heritage, and they made it clear that they felt very special to be the progeny of Matthew Henson, about whom they knew much more than I had anticipated. Like Anaukaq, many expressed a desire to visit the United States and meet their American relatives. Like Anaukaq, too, they found it difficult to believe that I was not myself a Henson. They questioned me incessantly: Would their relatives look like me? Were they all kulnocktooko? What did Mahri-Pahluk’s wife look like?

For the moment, I had too few answers.
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Bam! Bam! Bam!

A loud, frantic noise at the door of my little wooden hut awakened me from a sound sleep around 2 A.M. I poked my head out of my sleeping bag and tried to orient my senses. “Allen! Allen! Come, Allen! Avataq! Ahvuk! Avataq! Ahvuk!” the voice at the door was shouting excitedly. Dogs behind the hut were barking wildly and growling at each other. I could hear a gruff voice yelling at them, as if trying to bring them under control. The door flew open and the freezing air rushed into my already cold room, causing me to shiver as if I had been splashed by icy water. In the doorway stood Nukka, Anaukaq’s grandson. He hurriedly beckoned me to come outside with him. “Allen, Avataq. Ahvuk.” As I rushed to put on my boots and down parka (I had been sleeping fully clothed because of the room’s cold temperature), I realized that Nukka was calling the name of Avataq, Anaukaq’s oldest son. But the other word, ahvuk, I did not understand.

At first I thought that perhaps Avataq had taken ill or been hurt, and they wanted my help. Then, as Nukka and I dashed off toward Anaukaq’s house, I began to worry that something had happened to Anaukaq. Just behind the house, I could see the silhouette of a broad-shouldered, stocky man trying to untangle his sled dogs. Moving closer, I saw that he was dressed in a thick, thigh-length leather parka with a fur-lined hood to protect his head and face. His knee-length trousers were made entirely of polar bear fur and his boots were traditional high-top sealskin kamiks.

It was Avataq. He had just returned from a hunting trip and was working by the light of a kerosene lantern, tethering his dogs and preparing to remove his quarry from the sled. He turned to me and smiled. “Ahvuk,” he said proudly, pointing to his sled. I walked over to the sled and removed the deerskin cover to reveal three large walrus heads with long ivory tusks, as well as slabs of bloody meat stacked two feet high, filling the entire eight-foot sled. To the Polar Eskimos, who prize the walrus particularly, it was an impressive harvest.
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