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For Tom Thorne






For the rise of man is endless; 
Every goal is only a tavern for his marching soul, 
Only a camp for the night 
In man’s eternal flight. 
Yes, some time he will pass the earthly bars, 
Laugh and reach out his hand among the stars.


 



EDWIN MARKHAM

“To the Top of the World, An Ode in honor of 
Commander Byrd, who—with Floyd Bennett—discovered 
the North Pole from the air: May 9, 1926”

IDOLS

Have you noticed how economical the human race is with its idols?

 



It sets them up, enjoys them, then falls upon them and devours them until there is nothing left.

 



Even the complete consumption of the idol, if it is another human being, is not the end. There are then hundreds of years’ worth of argument and analysis to be worked through.

 



IDRIES SHAH 
Caravan of Dreams






 CAST OF CHARACTERS


Richard E. Byrd (1888–1957): A sharp, photogenic naval officer who carried the fire at the beginning of aerospace. He mastered aviation technology in its infancy and moved it several important steps forward through his own creativity and resourcefulness. He was not a coward, not an alcoholic, and not disliked by his men. There is no foundation whatsoever to the raging controversy over his North Pole flight and no substantial evidence that he was afraid to fly or afraid of anything other than going broke trying to make ends meet at the ends of the earth.

 




Floyd Bennett (1890–1928): The quintessential quiet man—upright, fearless, and taciturn. The greatest pilot and most beloved figure of early aviation, he had known extreme poverty as a child, and the stigma of the poorhouse had left an indelible mark on his soul.

 




Roald Amundsen (1872–1928): Norway’s greatest explorer, a huge wintry-faced man who beat Robert Falcon Scott to the South Pole in 1911. Stoic, mysterious, a master of polar travel, and a victim of financial mismanagement always one step ahead of a subpoena, he and Byrd began as rivals and ended as good friends.

 




Robert Peary (1856–1920): So indomitable on the ice that he could have been played by Charlton Heston. Peary saw the potential of aviation and would have exploited it had he not been fatally misdiagnosed.

 




Donald B. MacMillan (1874–1970): Peary’s heir and America’s foremost polar explorer until eclipsed by Byrd. MacMillan was the classic rugged individualist—tough, crusty, and cantankerous. He always made the right decisions in matters of life and death but was otherwise a loose cannon.

 




Eugene F. McDonald (1888–1958): Imagine Humphrey Bogart playing George Steinbrenner. McDonald looked like the former and behaved like the latter at his most tyrannical. After inventing the installment plan for auto buyers, McDonald founded Zenith Radio. He was buddy-buddy with MacMillan and embarked as second in command of MacMillan’s most ambitious expedition.

 




Lincoln Ellsworth (1880–1951): A fabulously wealthy and outwardly timid gentleman, Ellsworth abandoned Park Avenue for the polar frontier. Like his hero, Wyatt Earp, Ellsworth had a core of steel, and he was determined to make his mark as an explorer. He joined forces with Amundsen and competed with Byrd. But he always played by the Marquess of Queensberry rules.

 




George O. “Rex” Noville (1890–1963): Byrd, Bennett, and Noville were once called “The Three Musketeers of the Air.” Noville was the Aramis of the trio, a celebrated womanizer. He was also an aviator and a fuel engineer who figured out how to warm up aircraft engines in the freezing cold.

 




Marie Byrd (1889–1974): Sweet, shy, gracious, Marie was her husband Richard’s childhood sweetheart and a silent partner in his exploration career. An old friend described her as “a brave and smiling woman ... with all of a woman’s love and anxiety and her need to do something actively to help.”

 




Rollin Arthur Harris (1863–1918): The man who started the ball rolling. A researcher with the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey, Harris “proved” the existence of an uncharted continent in the Arctic Ocean. His monograph launched an international race to find and claim the “lost Atlantis of the north.”

 




Robert “Bob” Bartlett (1875–1946): The greatest Arctic mariner of the first half of the twentieth century. His life was like a John Ford movie, but unfortunately he looked nothing like John Wayne. An authentic hero miscast as comic relief.

 




Fitzhugh Green (1888–1947): Surely the Navy’s first undercover publicist, Green, a lieutenant commander, described his job as “writing and conniving.” He was good at both. An old friend of Byrd’s from the Naval Academy, he sledged across the Arctic and blazed a literary trail in New York.

 




Bernt Balchen (1899–1973): A talented aviator, lovable, ambitious, and enigmatic. Balchen became world famous as a result of his association with Byrd but turned on Byrd after a number of later reversals. Perhaps he owed Byrd too much.

 




George Hubert (eventually Sir Hubert) Wilkins (1888–1958): An explorer who looked like one. Big, burly, and bearded, Wilkins, an Australian, was backed in the Arctic derby by the city of Detroit.

 




Albert H. Bumstead (1875–1940): A cartographer with the National Geographic Society, he created a huge navigation aid the size of small jar. He called it a “sun compass.”

 




Bert Acosta (1895–1954): One of the leading fliers of the hard-drinking, barnstorming era. Acosta looked like Clark Gable, tall and macho, and easily glided from bottle to throttle. He pinch-hit for Floyd Bennett on Byrd’s transatlantic flight, but the booze took its toll in a critical inning.

 




Clarence Chamberlin (1893–1976): Acosta’s match in the cockpit but his opposite in temperament. Chamberlin was low-key, laid-back, and self-effacing. Quite possibly the only aviator in history to navigate across the Atlantic Ocean by means of the New York Times.

 




Anthony H. G. Fokker (1890–1939): A loud, boyish, self-promoting airplane manufacturer known for building high-performance aircraft and pulling lowbrow pranks. His favorite dish was ice cream.

 




Rodman Wanamaker (1863–1928): The opposite of Anthony Fokker. A genteel department store magnate who took seriously his role as a corporate citizen. Classical musicians performed in his store. If Wanamaker could have stomached Fokker, Byrd would have beaten Lindbergh to Paris.

 




Noel Davis (1891–1927): His classmates at the Naval Academy could envision him as president of the United States. One of the favorites in the transatlantic race until a fatal crash.

 




Charles A. Lindbergh (1902–1974): The dark horse in the transatlantic race, Lindy was lucky in numerous ways. Barring a court order, for example, Chamberlin would have been first across the Atlantic.





 PART 1

 THE TRANSPOLAR FLIGHT





 1

 ONE MILLION SQUARE MILES

Captain Bartlett explains it with his finger on the polar map.


 



“You see that white space? That’s unexplored territory.
 There’s more than a million square miles of it. We want
 to wipe that white space out”—he swept his hand across
 the bit of blank space. “We want to brush it away.”



 


INTERVIEW WITH CAPTAIN BOB BARTLETT, POLAR EXPLORER1


 



 




Just after midnight, during the first hour of May 9, 1926, a Sunday, two navy aviators swathed in furs, their pockets lined with good-luck charms, conferred on a makeshift runway on the coast of Spitsbergen, a glacial island some seven hundred miles north of Norway and one thousand miles above the Arctic Circle. Spring at 78° 55’ north latitude is a season of constant daylight. The runway, nothing more than a wide, clear track in the snow, was consequently visible without artificial illumination. It had been shoveled out and smoothed down on a hill overlooking a colony of Norwegian coal miners, the most northerly community of human  beings on the planet at that time. A large, blue airplane, a Fokker trimotor, one of the most advanced aircraft of its day, stood at the head of the runway, facing downhill toward the shore and, beyond it, the pack ice on the edge of the Polar Sea. The power plants installed in the nose of the airplane and under both wings were air-cooled, radial engines, a recent innovation. A new and creative technique had been used to warm up the engines so they could be easily started: the mouth of a funnel-like device had been placed over the cowling of each of the three motors. The engine covering was made of canvas and connected to a flue that trailed down to the ground; the flue conducted heat from a gasoline-burning stove. The engine oil had been heated by placing cans of the lubricant in a ring around a bonfire. The snow immediately in front of the plane had been sprayed with water, which froze rapidly enough to ice down the head of the track for a fast start. This was the second time in half a day that the preflight preparations were completed, and many of the men working on the plane under zero-degree conditions had had to be treated for frostbite. An attempted takeoff the previous afternoon had been aborted when the plane failed to lift off the snow. Two out of three trial flights leading up to the aborted takeoff had also terminated at the end of the runway, the plane swerving into a snow bank due to faulty landing gear.

The sun, which had never set, and the moon appeared simultaneously on opposite sides of the blue horizon. The sun gleamed over the snow and over the varnished wooden wing almost as brightly as it would at midday; the moon was a pale and ghostly oval. Neither Lieutenant Commander Richard E. Byrd nor Chief Machinist Mate Floyd Bennett had slept for thirty-six hours. Byrd and Bennett had flown together over the Arctic the previous year as members of a Naval Unit attached to an expedition sponsored by the National Geographic Society. On this occasion they were officially on extended leave. Byrd had organized the present expedition privately, acquiring  the plane, a ship to transport it north—the SS Chantier, now anchored in the bay offshore—and the services of fifty men who had volunteered to crew the ship and work on the plane. In the process, he had put himself enormously in debt.

Richard Byrd didn’t look like an explorer. He didn’t fit the popular stereotype—he wasn’t big, brawny, or bulletproof. A handsome man, slightly built, with sensitive, delicate features, he looked more like a college professor than a polar traveler, a professor, say, of comparative literature or of Romance languages. When he was out of his furs and in civilian clothes, his appearance and his polite, gentlemanly manner seemed more befitting a thinking man—a man of vision—than a man of action. He was, in fact, both, and it was his ability to balance the intellectual and energetic aspects of polar exploration that brought him within striking distance of an elusive goal.

About seven hundred miles across the Polar Sea, on an ice field or an open lead of water, was a mathematical point that had galvanized the human spirit, 90° north latitude—the North Pole. Beyond that point lay an area half the size of the United States that no human being had ever seen. Byrd was thirty-eight years old, and for the past three years he had been grappling with the problem of adapting a rapidly developing but still new and uncertain technology—aircraft—for use in surveying this unknown and otherwise inaccessible region. He had approached the problem from all sides—theory and practice, navigation and logistics, organization and finances. But he was not alone in striving for a solution. Nearby, an immense gray nose poked out of the long sides of a hastily erected hangar like the tip of a gigantic hotdog. A 325-foot dirigible was poised to transport another expedition toward the pole, an expedition led by the most celebrated explorer in the world, Roald Amundsen. Some twenty-one hundred miles across the Polar Sea, George Hubert Wilkins of Australia was preparing to take off in another experimental airplane from Point Barrow, Alaska.

As always, the issue in exploration was not only to discover what was out there and get back safely (something no one had succeeded in doing since an aerial survey of the Arctic was first attempted almost thirty years earlier) but to get there first. Byrd and Bennett bent their hooded, fur-rimmed faces close together, exchanged a few words, and then crunched wordlessly across the snow to the Fokker’s cabin door. They had resolved to “give her the gun” and either get airborne this time or smash-up trying.

The outcome would be reported in detail by an international press corps that had converged on Spitsbergen. Their dispatches were relayed to newsrooms in the United States and in Western Europe by radio operators aboard the Chantier or at the commercial station down the coast at King’s Bay. For weeks now, millions of readers had been following the progress of the expeditions. The vicarious involvement of an attentive and enthusiastic public in the events unfolding in the Arctic had been anticipated (and to some extent engineered) by professionals in the business of exploiting such things. The marketplace, in turn, made exploration over the top of the world feasible. The leaders of the three competing expeditions had signed exclusive contracts with film producers, lecture bureaus, newspaper syndicates, and literary agencies. The contracts generated the revenue that enabled the explorers to meet their mounting expenses.

The prospective fight over the Polar Sea therefore took place in a dynamic and complex world. If successful, it would have a dazzling array of consequences. For one thing, it entailed the possibility of a major geographic discovery. Certainly, it would augment scientific knowledge and demonstrate the possibilities of aviation. It would also be a personal triumph. And in an age of mass media, it would amplify the possibilities of the expedition leader beyond his own imaginings. The flight would open the Pandora’s box of a consumer society, releasing its most volatile forces—attention and sensation. The resulting exposure might immortalize the explorer or obliterate him. Or both.

Thirty-five years later, on April 12 and May 5, 1961, millions of television viewers, including many who were young when Byrd hopped off for the pole, watched booster rockets ignite and streak across the sky. On those dates, Yuri A. Gagarin and Alan B. Shepard Jr. became, respectively, the first humans to fly in space. Like the first manned space flights, the first polar flights occurred at a unique juncture in history, when a new technology was adapted to exploration. It was a moment of heroism and national pride, a time when the limitations of the past seemed to have finally been transcended and a far-off future appeared to move almost as close to the present as tomorrow, or the day after. In short, it was an event that marked the onset of an exciting new era, and as much as it was a beginning, it was also a culmination.
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Context is everything. The original meaning of the word is “to weave together.” Nothing exists or can be understood in isolation. Time and setting are woven together with people and their possibilities.

After all, everyone dreams, some more expansively than others. But the difference between successful individuals living out their wildest dreams and those who are merely living is often a thread that arises independently of the individual and over which one has little or no control: a certain pattern or alignment in the world at large, a favorable set of circumstances, a fitting context. Richard Byrd was a talented leader and manager, and he had vision, energy, and determination. He united himself with the loom of his times, and the context explains him as much as any of his personal characteristics.

His story, then, starts far in advance of his moment of fame and before the birth of aviation. It begins with an intriguing problem that captured the imagination of the world into which he was born.
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By the end of the nineteenth century, after hundreds of years of death and suffering in the northern lands, Anglo-European explorers understood that a specialized technology existed for traversing them. This, of course, was the technology developed by the people native to those regions. Some of the most storied names in Arctic lore were tragic figures ignorant of that technology or inadequately trained in its use. Sir John Franklin, the classic example, disappeared with all hands on a voyage in search of the Northwest Passage in the 1840s. Forty years later, Lieutenant Adolphus W. Greely lost nineteen men—seventeen to starvation—in an ill-conceived American assault on the eastern Arctic. (Both parties may have been driven to cannibalism.)

During the Belle Époque, an era of thick Arctic sea ice and cooler global temperatures, a new generation of explorers learned from the mistakes of their predecessors and correctly attuned themselves to the polar environment. They sailed as close to the edge of the Arctic Ocean as the cakes of drifting ice would allow. Then, outfitted in garments made of seal, polar bear, and caribou skin, they drove onward in sledges hauled by dog teams. Like the Inuit, or Eskimos, they ate the meat of the animals whose skins they wore and slept in relative comfort in snow houses the Inuit taught them to make. In this way, the lands ringing the Polar Sea more or less on the eightieth parallel—Axel Heiberg Island, Ellesmere Island, northern Greenland, Franz Josef Land, the New Siberian Islands—were finally surveyed and their contours properly represented on world maps.

But there were limitations to Inuit technology. The surface of the Polar Sea is not smooth and motionless like a frozen lake on which skaters loop and glide. It is rough, fractured, and dynamic. It consists predominantly of fields of ice that are so extensive that if you were on a schooner coming abeam of one and you climbed up the mast to the crow’s nest, you would still be unable to see the end of it (or even the middle). Due to the winds, tides, currents, and the rotation of the  earth, these enormous ice fields are always in motion. When they inevitably collide, the force of impact reshapes the surface of the Polar Sea. The edges of the colliding fields press upward. The horizon is transformed into a sweeping badlands of ice—heaps, mounds, and piles the size of buildings.

These heaps and mounds are called pressure ridges, and explorers had to surmount them or hew a path through the jumbles with a pickaxe. They were required to portage their life support system—their sledges—over the steepest and most jagged ridges, each sledge loaded with rifle, ammunition, Primus stove, and about five hundred pounds of food and fuel. Their rate of travel could be reduced to a hundred yards per hour or, in a particularly rough stretch, as little as four hundred yards per day. This sort of work naturally wore out men, wore out dogs, and wore out sledges.

The drifting, colliding ice fields cause narrow leads, lanes, and channels of seawater to suddenly open up in one place (sometimes underfoot) and close in another. The impetus to proceed was unusually difficult to sustain under the physical and psychological conditions that prevailed at the high latitudes. With the notable exception of heroic and mighty obsessives like Peary, who were determined to force their way to the North Pole, few men made much headway at all over the Polar Sea. About a million square miles remained at the top of the world—an area the size of the United States east of the Mississippi River—that no one, neither European nor Inuk, had substantially penetrated. The unexplored region encompassed almost the entire Polar Sea. It ranged from the North Pole to Alaska and Siberia and was the largest blank space on the map at the turn of the twentieth century.

Human beings appear to abhor a vacuum as much as nature does. In July 1893, the National Geographic Magazine published an article titled “An Undiscovered Island Off the Northern Coast of Alaska.” The scuttlebutt of the whaling industry, the reader was told, was that  an uncharted island existed somewhere northeast of Point Barrow, Alaska. In the 1870s, the article continued, an American whaler, Captain John Keenan of Troy, New York, was fogbound in the Beaufort Sea, the body of water north of northern Alaska and the Yukon Territory. When the fog lifted, Keenan reported sighting land in the unexplored area due north. Keenan could not investigate; his business was to find whales, not land, and whales kept to the south of his position.

Several Inuit traditions added to the speculation. These were tales of hunters caught on breakaway ice floes in the Polar Sea who were carried off to a strange land in the north from which they eventually returned after many hardships. The author concluded by suggesting “the desirability of calling this very little-known land Keenan Island.”2 Captain Keenan, it should be noted, wasn’t interviewed for the article. Nevertheless, the imprimatur of the National Geographic Society endowed the mythical “Keenan Land” with a certain amount of reality. This foreshadowed what was to come.

In April 1904, an obscure researcher at the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey presented a paper before the Philosophical Society of Washington. Rollin A. Harris, a forty-one-year-old mathematician with a Ph.D. from Cornell, specialized in the investigation of tides and currents. He reviewed some incontrovertible facts about a partially understood subject—the Polar Sea—and arrived at a fantastic conclusion. By Harris’s day, it was established that the smooth flow of Pacific water entering the polar basin through the Bering Strait breaks up in the area north of Point Barrow and Wrangel Island. The action is similar to what would happen if you stuck your finger in a faucet of running water; due to the obstruction, the flow would divide in half. Harris hypothesized the presence of a major obstruction in the Polar Sea, “a large tract of land,” which he believed was almost as big as Greenland. His conclusions were endorsed by the Coast and Geodetic Survey, and his paper, “Some Indications of Land in the Vicinity of the North Pole,” was published in National Geographic in June 1904.

Two years later, on June 24, 1906, Robert E. Peary, on his seventh and penultimate Arctic expedition, stood on the heights above Cape Colgate on the northwest edge of Ellesmere Island. He had pushed to 87°6’ N earlier that season (within 175 miles of the pole) and now, having retreated back to the ice foot on the verge of dry land, contented himself with exploring the shore of the Polar Sea. He raised his binoculars. “North stretched the well-known ragged surface of the polar pack,” he recorded in his diary, “and northwest it was with a thrill that my glasses revealed the faint white summits of a distant land which my Eskimos claimed to have seen as we came along from the last camp.”3 Four days later, the party reached Cape Thomas Hubbard, the northern tip of Axel Heiberg Island. Peary scaled a cliff of loose rocks. “[W]ith the glasses,” he noted, “I could make out apparently a little more distinctly, the snow-clad summits of the distant land in the northwest, above the ice horizon.”4 His entry of June 28 would be widely quoted over the next two decades. The passage continues:
My heart leaped the intervening miles of ice as I looked longingly at this land, and in fancy I trod its shores and climbed its summits, even though I knew that that pleasure could be only for another in another season.





Polar explorers invariably ingratiated themselves with their sponsors, heads of state, or influential observers whose goodwill it was essential to maintain by naming places in their honor. Axel Heiberg was the principal supporter of the Norwegian explorer Otto Sverdrup. The first earl of Ellesmere served as vice president of the Royal Geographical Society when Sir Edward A. Inglefield sailed north in search of the missing Sir John Franklin. Inglefield surveyed and named new territory in the course of his voyage. The members of the “Peary Arctic Club,” the money-men who contributed to the admiral’s  expeditions, were rewarded with capes and fjords all along the northern coasts of Greenland and Ellesmere Island. Thomas H. Hubbard, for example, a lawyer, railroad executive, and president of the Peary Club, had donated fifty thousand dollars toward the construction of Peary’s expedition vessel, the Roosevelt. The investment banker James C. Colgate, grandson of the soap manufacturer, had made an equivalent contribution. Peary named the “distant land” he believed he had discovered Crocker Land in honor of another backer, George Crocker. In the terminology of the muckraking journalists of his era, Crocker was an “octopus” with tentacles in chemicals, real estate, railroads, banking, and utilities.

Before Peary returned to the Arctic for the last time in 1908, he was directed by President Theodore Roosevelt to compile data on the rise and fall of the tides at various locations along the shore of the Polar Sea. “It is believed that such observations,” said the president, “will throw light on the Coast Survey theory of the existence of a considerable land mass in the unknown area of the Arctic Ocean.”5 Peary took his research responsibilities seriously, assigning his subordinates the monotonous task of compiling hourly readings—around the clock—of the rise and fall of the tides at five promontories along the ice foot of northern Greenland and Ellesmere Island. These observations were made before and after the dash to the pole, and covered more than three hundred days of tide watching.

The controversial Dr. Frederick A. Cook mounted a North Pole expedition (1907–1909) at roughly the same time as Peary’s venture. Cook sledged north from Cape Thomas Hubbard, some twenty degrees of longitude west of Peary’s trail. En route, he reportedly sighted land far to the northwest, which he named “Bradley Land” after his financial angel—the gambler and casino owner John R. Bradley. Cook allegedly attained the pole on April 21, 1908, a claim that was subsequently discredited. Peary had trudged north from Ellesmere Island. He submitted his navigational records to the  National Geographic Society for confirmation, and these records, at the request of the society, were examined by the Coast and Geodetic Survey. Astronomers at the survey corroborated Peary’s claim that he had planted the American flag at 90° north on April 6, 1909. Rollin Harris, meanwhile, analyzed the voluminous tidal data. Arguably, those numbers had the greater impact on history.

Harris put the Peary numbers together with soundings made by Fridtjof Nansen and other explorers at various points around the rim of the Arctic Basin, constructing a model of the ebb and flow of a vast tidal wave. He was able to show that the overall ebb and flow was basically out of whack with the periodicity one would expect to find in an uninterrupted sea. He overlooked the topography of the floor of the polar basin and other factors, but nevertheless believed he had evidence of his obstruction. He concluded that there was land in the Polar Sea, some “half a million square miles” of land, which would have made it the second-largest island in the world.6 He published his conclusions in a monograph in 1911 and from that point on became the authority cited by explorers, journalists, and government officials speculating on what might be found in the unexplored region. Keenan/Crocker/Bradley Land was now referred to in geographical circles as Harris Land. The belief in this lost world was one thread in the developing pattern. Another was a new and evolving technology that would transcend by leaps and bounds the limitations of conventional polar exploration.
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The aerial investigation of the Polar Sea was actually underway before there was such a thing as aviation. The Swedish engineer Salomon August Andrée and two companions boarded the round, wooden gondola of a hydrogen-filled balloon on Danes Island, off the northwest coast of Spitsbergen, in July of 1897. A stiff wind was blowing out of the south. The balloon ascended to six hundred feet, descended  slightly and floated off over the pack ice in the direction of the North Pole. It never returned. The remains of the party were finally found on White Island, the easternmost island in the Svalbard archipelago, in 1930.

Andrée and his companions had flown almost halfway to the pole when they came down on the ice northeast of their starting point. They had packed survival gear, including a small boat, in compartments in the gondola and made their way over the floes and across leads of open water to White Island. Two more decades would pass before it was determined that the first aerial explorers of the Polar Sea had died of trichinosis. They had shot a bear for food. The meat was infected and insufficiently cooked when they ate it.

The second visionary to attempt to fly over the Polar Sea at least lived to tell the tale. Walter Wellman, a vigorous American journalist, very much in the mold of Teddy Roosevelt, had ambitions of being the Henry M. Stanley of the North Pole. In 1905, Wellman secured the support of Victor F. Lawson, the owner of the Chicago Record-Herald and the Chicago Daily News, and spent a quarter of a million dollars of Lawson’s money on the construction of a pocket-sized dirigible. The 185-foot-long America was a football-shaped balloon inflated with hydrogen and steered from a 115-foot control car suspended beneath the gas bag. An internal-combustion engine propelled the ship.

The America embarked from Danes Island, the same launch pad Andrée had used, in September 1907. Wellman and his crew ran into a blizzard and came down safely on a glacier three hours after liftoff. He added a second engine and tried again in August 1909, taking off from the same base. This time he lost his ballast shortly after the launch. The ship ascended like a rocket. One of the crewmembers panicked, opened the gas valve to check the ascent—a little too abruptly—and the dirigible came down on the Greenland Sea.

Meanwhile, the first powered heavier-than-air craft had been successfully test-flown near Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, on December 17, 1903. The Wright brothers had made four flights that day. The fourth and final test was the longest; it lasted fifty-nine seconds and covered a distance of 852 feet. The average airspeed of the four trials was thirty-one miles an hour. Within a dozen years, airplanes were flying at speeds in excess of one hundred miles per hour. The most advanced models achieved a range of over one thousand miles and were able to stay in the air all day. Airplanes had crossed the English Channel, the Alps, and the Mediterranean Sea. They had flown in stages across the continental United States, routinely landed on and took off from the surface of the sea, and had been adapted for use in battle. No one was more cognizant of these developments than explorers who had experienced first-hand the limitations of dog and sledge in the rough ice wilderness of the Polar Sea. Or the young men who fancied themselves following in their footsteps.
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 CROCKER/ BRADLEY /HARRIS LAND

POLAR NEWS


 



“Scientists figure that there might be another Country,
 undiscovered up there.” Wouldn’t it be great if we could
 just find another Nation. That would give us another
 entry in the next war. And just think of the loans
 we could make them.



 


WILL ROGERS1


 



 




Richard Byrd came into the world between Peary’s first (1886) and second (1891) Arctic expeditions. He was born in 1888, the year Nansen accomplished the first crossing of the Greenland ice cap. He was thirteen when Scott first voyaged to Antarctica. At about that time he decided that he wanted to be the first man to reach the North Pole. He jotted the notion down in a little notebook he carried with him and confided it to a special friend, a girl named Marie.2 He was fifteen when the Wright brothers got off  the ground and a twenty-one-year-old midshipman at the U.S. Naval Academy when Cook and Peary jousted over which one of them had actually arrived at 90° north. Byrd was in the middle of his senior year when Scott and Amundsen competed for priority at the South Pole. In 1913, during winter fleet maneuvers off Guantanamo, Cuba, he had his first ride in an airplane, an early-model flying boat. It was a rickety contraption, a wooden framework with two sets of wings and an engine. The propeller was the pusher-type, mounted aft. The pilot and the passenger actually sat on the lower wing, their feet dangling over the wing and resting on a float.

Lieutenant Alfred A. Cunningham, the first Marine Corps aviator, had the controls. He had been flying for less than a year. Byrd, an ensign, had met Cunningham on the beach and was invited for a spin. The overwhelming sensations on a first flight are astonishment and fear. Picking up speed, the machine seems to leap into the air of its own volition. It ascends a couple of thousand feet as quickly as a man climbs two flights of steps. You suddenly find yourself suspended in the middle of an immense bowl of horizon, cruising serenely, the world yawning alive beneath the wings.

The unaccustomed mind finds it all so inexplicable and dreamlike. Perched on the edge of the flying machine, the wind in his face and almost nothing under his feet but a half-mile of air, Byrd looked down for the first time on the breadth and roll of the ocean and the infinite rows of waves advancing on the foamy shore. The swaying trees, the hills, the battleship in the harbor, the sprawl of the coast—everything was so miniscule and at the same time his perspective had enlarged. “I remember how much I was impressed with the different appearance of the ship from the altitude,” Byrd said. “I knew then that I was going into aviation some day.”3


He was twenty-four years old. Whether he instantly united his new love of flight with his old ambition to reach the North Pole remains uncertain. But the continuing polar quest and the rapid progress of  aviation were about to generate some unusual opportunities. Byrd was the right age and in the right profession to position himself to take full advantage of them.
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The moment in time when aviation first converged with the campaign to penetrate the unexplored regions of the Arctic can be pinpointed with a fair degree of precision. A remarkable series of meetings were held in New York in December 1916 to coordinate the use of airplanes in what was expected to be the final phase of that campaign. The participants included the most celebrated polar explorers in the world: Admiral Peary, Roald Amundsen, and Captain Robert A. Bartlett. The indomitable Peary, age sixty at this time, had been an early champion of aviation. He was president of the Aerial League of America, one of the first national associations of aviation enthusiasts. He had also presided over a committee that produced the first aviation map of the United States—a chart showing natural and manmade landmarks as they would be seen from the air. Peary advocated an “aerial coast patrol,” a squadron of planes that would be assigned to patrol the east and west coasts of the country to warn of the approach of an enemy armada. Some years earlier, he had predicted that the exploration of the Arctic and Antarctic would be completed by aircraft. “In the very near future,” he had said at the 1912 annual dinner of the Explorers Club, “the biting air above both poles will be stirred by whirring aeroplane propellers, and when that time comes the inner polar regions will quickly yield their last secrets.”4


Amundsen, forty-four, had seen the future in March 1913 when he flew as a passenger in a seaplane over San Francisco Bay. He took flight training a year later and reportedly received the first pilot’s license issued in his native Norway. Amundsen had a history of “firsts.” He was the first mariner to negotiate the Northwest Passage  (1903–1906). During that voyage, he became the first person to demonstrate that magnetic north, the spot a compass points to in the northern hemisphere, is not stationary but moves over time. Its position had initially been discovered in 1831, and Amundsen showed that the location had changed. On December 14, 1911, he achieved his most spectacular “first,” arriving at the geographical South Pole, one month before a British party led by Robert Falcon Scott.

Captain Bob Bartlett had commanded the SS Roosevelt on Peary’s 1905–1906 and 1908–1909 expeditions. He blazed a trail over the pressure ridges to within 150 miles of the North Pole in 1909; Peary continued on from this point accompanied by Matthew Henson and four Inuit from northern Greenland. Bartlett’s next adventure was one of the great disaster sagas of Arctic exploration.

The Norse-Canadian explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson had conferred with Rollin Harris and had fallen under the spell of his Arctic land mass theory. In 1913, Stefansson hastily outfitted three ships to search for new land in the unexplored area north of Alaska. Bartlett was engaged as captain of the flagship, the Karluk, an old wooden sailing vessel. The Karluk was not built to withstand the pressure of the pack ice, which eventually closed in, immobilizing the vessel in the waters off Point Barrow. Stefansson abandoned ship, taking five of the thirty people onboard, under the pretext of organizing a hunting party. In fact, he made his way to Alaska and embarked on a five-year program of geographical reconnaissance. Eventually he discovered three small islands in the Canadian Arctic archipelago and welcomed acclaim as a great explorer.

Meanwhile, the Karluk drifted westward with the Arctic pack. Bartlett removed the ship’s provisions to the sea ice and evacuated the remaining passengers and crew (including an Inuit family) before the Karluk cracked in the grip of the ice and sank. He kept up the spirits of the survivors through a severe winter; when the months of darkness finally lifted, he led an exodus to the nearest point of land, Wrangel  Island, an uninhabited sprawl of tundra, rocks, and ice. Like Shackleton in the Endurance drama—being played out in the Antarctic Circle at roughly the same time—Bartlett then set out to get help, traversing two hundred miles of pressure ice and open leads on foot to Siberia. In the end, he brought his people home. He was forty-one at the time of the Peary-Amundsen conferences.

Amundsen had arrived in New York at the end of November 1916 to shop around for a plane to take north. He had devised a plan based on an innovation introduced by his mentor, Fridtjof Nansen. So long as the Arctic pack drifts in the direction of the North Pole, Nansen had reasoned, why fight it? Why not harness that current for exploration? In the 1890s, Nansen built the Fram, a ship capable of withstanding the grip of the ice, and deliberately allowed it to become frozen into the polar pack. Nansen brought sledges and dogs with him. When, after drifting for several years, the Fram finally approached the vicinity of the pole, Nansen and a companion tried to complete the journey by sledge, reaching 86°16’ N, a new record. Amundsen intended to replicate the Nansen drift, get as close as possible to the pole, but cover the last hundred miles or so by airplane. Peary and Bartlett decided to organize a project to work with him.

In that fabled era of gracious living, it wasn’t possible to make a public announcement of such weighty plans without a lavish ceremony. Accordingly, on the evening of December 19, Peary, Bartlett, and Amundsen repaired to a lavish penthouse across the street from Bryant Park. The occasion was a white-tie dinner of the Hunter’s Fraternity of America, an organization Peary had joined a year earlier. Peary and Amundsen were the guests of honor. Their host was Colonel Abraham Archibald (“A. A.”) Anderson, the president of the fraternity and a successful portrait artist. The penthouse was the size of a floor of a midtown department store. It encompassed both Anderson’s studio and living space, and was extravagantly decorated  with trophies representing his principal obsessions in life: objets d’art and big game.

The discoverer of the North Pole sat on the uptown side of the enormous room, under an electric north star. The man who first set foot at the South Pole was seated on the downtown side, under an electric southern cross. They were lean, large, imposing men, Peary and Amundsen, the same physical type. Both had receding hairlines and big noses. In black cutaways, they looked like eagles with folded wings: the Norwegian, prematurely white, bronzed, weathered; the New Englander, a redhead in his youth, now as gray as old snow. Peary wore a handlebar mustache; his face was deeply lined, the result of prolonged exposure to the Arctic wind, and his narrow eyes, after years of scanning a sun-glazed white horizon, had a perpetual Arctic squint. What Peary was, Amundsen was in the process of becoming. Bartlett, an ordinary-looking man, would have seemed (and felt) slightly out of place.

At length, Anderson called upon Peary to speak. Seventeen years earlier, Peary’s feet had frozen on the ice, and most of his toes had been amputated. When he rose, still powerful and erect, his whole form seemed to embody his personal motto: Inveniam viam aut faciam (“I shall find a way or make one”). He told Anderson and the assembled grandees that both Amundsen and Bartlett were going to mount drift voyages across the Polar Sea. Amundsen would enter the Arctic pack from the European side by Nansen’s route through the Barents and Kara Seas. Bartlett would approach from the Alaskan end and proceed through the Bering Strait. The expeditions would carry airplanes and coordinate the work of completing, in Peary’s words, “the geographical reconnaissance of the entire north polar ocean.”5


Peary felt that he was too old to learn to fly. “I envy Amundsen and Bartlett their youth,” he said.6 He hoped that the operation would be so successful and resonate so favorably with the American public  and political class that a new initiative would be mounted in Antarctica, a National Antarctic Expedition under his command. He was almost a quarter of a century ahead of his time; a project of that nature would be mounted in 1939 under the leadership of a national hero whose accomplishments would equal, if not eclipse, the majestic feats of the titans of the dog-and-sledge era.
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In 1916, however, Richard Byrd considered himself a twenty-eight-year-old failure. A board of medical examiners found him unfit for duty in January of that year. Byrd had broken his right ankle doing gymnastics at the Naval Academy and had aggravated the injury during a shipboard assignment following graduation. The fracture had never properly healed, and Byrd was unable to stand a four-hour watch “without much discomfort, pain, swelling of joint, and a grating sensation at times.”7 The examiners recommended that Ensign Byrd be summoned before a retirement board, which convened in March.

Byrd was duly placed on the retired list and advanced to lieuten-tant, j.g. (In the military, officers retire at the next higher grade.) But with war raging in Europe, the navy was loath to lose an officer of Byrd’s intellectual and administrative abilities. He was offered—and accepted—the assignment of mobilizing the Rhode Island naval militia. In this way, although officially retired, he managed to remain on the active list. Byrd was immersed in these duties on December 19 when Peary, Amundsen, and Bartlett dined with the Hunter’s Fraternity.

For an ambitious, adventurous, and energetic young man eager to soar with the Pearys and the Amundsens, the Rhode Island assignment was utter misery. The navy considered him a “cripple,” and Byrd thought of himself in those terms in his darker moments, but he was never crippled in spirit. He would not allow himself to be  relegated to a sedentary existence. He carried on with his customary devotion to duty and restlessly awaited his moment, meanwhile wondering if it was ever destined to arrive.
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What happened next was uncanny and for that reason compelling. It doesn’t fit with the Western mindset, the notion that our destiny unfolds in a straight line or is always in our own hands. In similar circumstances, the Inuit might invoke a folklore figure, “old Torngak,” the evil spirit of the north. When hunters set out in search of game and ran instead into a snow squall, or if the sea ice offshore suddenly broke up, trapping a hunter on a drifting floe, the Inuit would pass it off as old Torngak up to his mischievous tricks. Perhaps old Torngak had simply cast his evil eye on those relentless people from the south who sought to penetrate the secrets of the Polar Sea.
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Roald Amundsen had bought his first airplane in 1914, but when the European nations began to mobilize for war, he folded his expedition plans and donated the plane to his country’s defense forces. When after three years of stalemate on the western front the United States intervened to decide the issue, Amundsen’s colleagues in America filed their plans away for the duration, too. Byrd meanwhile seized the opportunity to get out from behind a desk. He went back before the navy medical board in 1917 to plead for flight training. The board could hardly dismiss a young officer with a bad foot who had found a way to fight sitting down and fervently wanted to serve his country. Byrd won his wings and specialized in navigation. His first assignment after learning to fly at the Naval Air Station at Pensacola, Florida, had been to teach navigation during the next training cycle. He was interested in refining the techniques of aerial navigation and developing new kinds of instruments that would make long-range pioneering  flights feasible. He envisioned himself ferrying heavy bombers over the ocean to the front. The navy, however, put him in charge of erecting and operating a seaplane base in Nova Scotia and patrolling for enemy submarines. He was in Halifax when the Armistice was signed, working on long-range navigation in his spare time.
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The Great War accelerated the development of aviation. In the aftermath of Sarajevo, the single-engine biplane, the kind of plane Amundsen had briefly owned, was used almost exclusively for reconnaissance operations. The fuselage and wings of these contraptions were put together like a kite—a skeletal framework of wood or metal covered with fabric. The outline of the sleek modern airplane emerged from efforts to employ this clunky, first-generation flying machine as a tactical weapon and enhance its performance. All-metal planes with a single cantilever wing (without external struts or bracing) were produced in Germany in 1917. The multi-engine plane was put in service as a bomber by the Germans and the English. Aircraft engines themselves advanced both in size and capacity, from small, rotary models (cylinders in a circle) delivering eighty, ninety, or one hundred horsepower to America’s large, V-shaped, twelve-cylinder, four hundred horsepower Liberty motor. Within six months of the Armistice, navy seaplanes were flown in stages across the Atlantic Ocean, and British fliers accomplished a non-stop hop from Newfoundland to Ireland. The navy aviators navigated with instruments developed or adapted by Richard Byrd.

Peary and Bartlett adjusted their polar plans to keep pace with the evolution of the airplane. In December 1918, one month after the Armistice, they announced a full-scale campaign to conquer the Polar Sea through the concentration of overwhelming force.8 As in 1908–1909, they would sail as far north as possible and establish a base at Cape Columbia on the northern shore of Ellesmere Island, Peary’s  jumping-off point for the sledge journey to the North Pole. A four-engine seaplane would hop off from the base and fly straight over the pole, all the way across the Polar Sea to northern Siberia. A second branch of the expedition would have embarked from England or Norway and established a base at Cape Cheyluskin in the Russian Arctic. The fuel tanks of the multi-engine plane would be topped off again, and the plane would fly from Cheyluskin to Wrangel Island, the island north of Siberia where Bartlett had led the Karluk passengers and crew; a third base would be established here. The three bases—Cape Columbia, Cape Cheyluskin, and Wrangel Island—would effectively triangulate the entire unexplored area. The expedition would map and survey Keenan/Crocker/Bradley/Harris Land from the air and on the ground using small scout planes and dog and sledge parties.

When Theodore Roosevelt died in early January 1919, the project was named in his honor: the Roosevelt Memorial Arctic Expedition. Any land discovered in the Polar Sea by the Peary armada would henceforth be known as “Roosevelt Land.”9 The project was expected to take two to three years and cost at least a quarter of a million dollars. An ambitious plan, it required the prestige, energy, and active leadership of a towering figure like Admiral Robert E. Peary to make it happen. Late in 1917, however, Peary had come down with pernicious anemia, a disease of the stomach that usually afflicts older people. The stomach fails to produce a substance that enables the body to absorb vitamin B12; the result is a vitamin deficiency. In those days, however, pernicious anemia was mistakenly diagnosed as a blood disease. The treatment was a series of transfusions with predictable consequences: there were periods of remission, but Peary progressively declined over the next two years. By the summer of 1919, he didn’t even have enough energy for a walk in the woods. He died on February 20, 1920. Six years later, medical researchers discovered that  pernicious anemia could be successfully treated by having the patient eat large amounts of liver.
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“I admit,” Bob Bartlett wrote in his memoirs, “that sometimes when I got enthusiastic about the Eskimos or a little bit sore about the Cook-Peary business, I used to come out with language that wasn’t exactly refined. And when I got to describing the muck and gurry of a seal hunt I had to push the English tongue pretty hard to get the colors somewhere near the real picture; and once in a while I used to talk loud, sometimes when everybody else was piping down. You see, a man’s lungs get a bit powerful after bawling orders to windward against a gale. I shall always be more at home on a quarterdeck.” 10 He was a great mariner, a master of ice navigation, and an authentic hero; his misfortune was that he lacked the appearance of greatness. On his own, he didn’t have the stature to raise a quarter of a million dollars. He was a blocky, blunt-faced, rough-hewn seaman who spoke with the curious English-Irish accent common to the Newfoundland fishing community where he was born and bred. His eyes were too small, his jaw too large, his ears too big. He was also a bit of a character.

Peary had introduced Bartlett to his patrons in New York society, but society, for all its pretensions, inevitably consisted of superficial-ists who judged on the basis of appearances: money, pedigree, polish. Bartlett was quickly consigned to the ranks of supporting players, never a leading man. The smart set routinely cast him as comic relief, old “Captain Bob,” who could always be relied on to entertain the guests at an evening soirée with a salty yarn. As his chances of sailing north once more as captain of a ship and master of his fate looked increasingly remote, Bartlett started hitting the bottle heavily and fell into a prolonged funk.
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Roald Amundsen was initially able to finance his expedition himself. Like many of his countrymen, Amundsen took advantage of Norway’s neutrality, invested in shipping, and made a fortune during the war years. He used the proceeds to construct and outfit the Maud, a three-masted schooner specially designed to “ride out” the perils of the pack ice. Maud had a rounded bottom shaped like a watermelon cut lengthwise in half. An ordinary vessel (such as the Karluk) caught between converging ice fields would eventually be crushed by the grinding ice. The Maud, instead of shattering, would pop up out of its clutches the way a round, wet bar of soap slips out of your hand.

Amundsen didn’t even wait for the war to end. He weighed anchor in July of 1918, four months before the Armistice, and followed the Nansen route east along northern Russia and Siberia. Two years later, the Maud reached Nome, Alaska. Amundsen set off again, broke a propeller in the Chukchi Sea, and was forced to winter in among the native people of northeastern Siberia. He put into Seattle for a complete overhaul in the summer of 1921 and, for the time being, settled for having become the first mariner to negotiate both the Northwest and Northeast Passages.

With the Maud in dry dock, Amundsen returned to Norway to raise money for the next phase of the polar operation. He returned to Seattle in June 1922 with two American airplanes and two Norwegian pilots. One of the aircraft was a small biplane to be carried aboard the Maud when she resumed her drift voyage. The other was an American version of the all-metal monoplanes that had been developed in Germany during the First World War. These planes, designed by Hugo Junkers and introduced to the market by the entrepreneur John M. Larsen, were reputed to have long-distance capability. A Junkers-Larsen (JL) monoplane had recently broken an aviation endurance record, logging the equivalent of 2,200 air miles in a twenty-six-hour flight over New York.

The advent of the JL had inspired Amundsen to revise his plans. Rather than accompany the Maud on the next leg of her drift, he now planned to take the monoplane and one of his pilots to Point Barrow, Alaska. He would fly from there over the North Pole to a group of islands in the North Atlantic then known as Spitsbergen. Keenan/ Crocker/Bradley/Harris/Roosevelt Land would be claimed in the name of Haakon VII, king of Norway.

Due to heavy ice and severe storms, the steamer Amundsen had chartered for himself, his pilot, and the disassembled monoplane only got as far as Wainwright, a north Alaskan coastal town one hundred miles southwest of Point Barrow. One could just as well fly in a straight line from Wainwright over the Pole to the Spitsbergen islands. Amundsen waited out the winter of 1922–1923 there. By spring, the JL was assembled and ready for takeoff.

The initial test flights, however, went poorly. The aircraft had been jury-rigged with skis in place of wheels, and one ski “crumpled like a piece of cardboard” on the first landing.11 Worse, the JL failed to replicate its performance in the endurance flight. The airplane’s fuel consumption and fuel capacity proved insufficient for the transpolar flight; it couldn’t get off the ground with half the amount of fuel needed to reach Spitsbergen.

The Maud meanwhile had easily insinuated herself into the Arctic pack. The crew assembled the biplane and took her up for two flights. The aircraft crashed on the second hop, but no one was hurt.
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Richard Byrd had been one of a cadre of naval aviators who had worked to create a Bureau of Aeronautics within the Navy Department. In November 1923, the bureau dispatched him to the navy’s Great Lakes training facility to organize a reserve aviation unit. His duties included acquiring planes, flight-testing them, appointing flight instructors, and taking the instructors and their students up for check  rides. At Great Lakes, he learned that Amundsen had ordered two late-model, all-metal, twin-engine flying boats and had begun organizing a new effort to find land in the Polar Sea. The heavy ice on the north coast of Alaska had convinced the Norwegian to switch directions. In the spring of 1924 he would attempt to fly from Spitsbergen over the North Pole to Point Barrow. The warm Gulf Stream waters flowing through the North Atlantic break up the pack ice and make Spitsbergen readily accessible by sea. Amundsen had invited the U.S. Navy to nominate a pilot for one his planes.

Byrd was one of thirty naval aviators who responded to a call for volunteers. In the end, however, the manufacturer refused to deliver Amundsen’s planes because he couldn’t pay for them. Amundsen blamed his financial advisor, a man he would later refer to as a “criminal optimist,” and declared bankruptcy in September 1924.

Eight years after the quest for the transpolar flight was first trumpeted in New York, Peary was dead, Bartlett was despondent, and Amundsen was bankrupt.
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But all the fanfare, false starts, and misadventures, particularly Amundsen’s, had focused the attention of the industrialized world on polar aviation. Visionaries saw the Arctic Circle in a new light. Air travel was the wave of the future, they reasoned. The fast track between east and west, between, say, London and Tokyo, was an air route over the Polar Sea. The lost Arctic continent would be the hub of a new crossroads of international commerce. The geopolitical order would shift. Such speculation endowed Keenan/Crocker/Bradley/ Harris/Roosevelt Land with strategic importance.

A British expedition brought a small biplane to Spitsbergen in 1924 and reached 80°15’ N, an aerial record. An Italian aviator, meanwhile, reconnoitered the North Atlantic in preparation for a polar mission, while the French, Germans, and Russians announced  plans for transpolar flights. The “Soviet North Pole Flight” was conceived as an instrument of the class struggle. The Bolsheviks threatened to deploy “a specially designed airplane with four engines and powerful wireless equipment.”12 As soon as the pole was reached, the following message would be transmitted: “Workers of the entire world: Arise, the red flag of revolution floats at the top of the world.”
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On November 20, 1923, President Calvin Coolidge had authorized the transpolar flight of a navy dirigible, the Shenandoah. Fourteen years before the Hindenburg disaster, airships were expected to play an important part in military reconnaissance and a major role in commercial aviation. The Shenandoah was 680 feet long, three times the size of the airship that William Wellman launched at Dane’s Island in 1907. A slender, silver thing, she was shaped like a torpedo or cigar, or a combination of the two. Lifting force was provided by twenty huge and bulging gas bags arrayed in compartments along the walls of the warehouse-like interior. For safety’s sake they were inflated with helium instead of combustible hydrogen. The ship was propelled by five engines each suspended in a gondola beneath the outer envelope.


Shenandoah’s home base was Lakehurst, New Jersey, fifty miles south of Newark, where the navy erected a hangar and a mooring mast. The mooring mast functioned as both launch pad and departure gate. It looked like a miniature Eiffel Tower, a 165-foot structure made of steel girders. When the weather was good, the airship was maneuvered from her hangar over to the mast by a ground crew of scores of sailors hauling guide ropes suspended from the dirigible. She was moored to the mast by a cable that extended from the top of the tower through a hook in her nose. There she would be left to bob in the wind, like a wind sock on an airfield. Passengers and crew  would ascend an elevator to the tower and board the ship through the nose.

The navy planned to send Shenandoah from Lakehurst to the west coast. She would fly up the coast to Nome, Alaska, where a tender would be waiting for her. This ship would be fitted with a mooring mast and would be Shenandoah’s Alaskan base. The airship would then fly over the North Pole and annex Harris Land for the United States. Another tender also equipped with a mooring mast would be standing by at Spitsbergen. The mission was scheduled for June 1924 and placed under the command of Rear Admiral William A. Moffett, chief of the Bureau of Aeronautics.

William Moffett was Richard Byrd’s mentor. Byrd was recalled to Washington from Great Lakes in January 1924 to assist in the preparations for the flight and to accompany Moffett across the Polar Sea. The Evil Spirit of the North, however, was about to unleash some fresh devilry. In the middle of January, the navy saw an opportunity to subject the mooring mast system to a severe weather test. A violent storm sweeping out of the southeast was heading north; sixty-mile-an-hour winds were expected. Shenandoah was left out on her mast to see how the system would weather the storm.

The gale struck on the afternoon of January 16, a Wednesday, inundating the New York–New Jersey metropolitan area with a torrential downpour and winds in excess of seventy miles per hour. Trees were uprooted on Staten Island. Power lines were blown down in Jersey City. Plate-glass windows were shattered in midtown Manhattan; pedestrians were blown off the sidewalks and into the path of passing cars. Out in Lakehurst, at 7:30 that evening, an unusually strong gust of wind—about seventy-five miles per hour—broadsided Shenandoah. The impact made the airship twist and spin, and as she rolled over the connection between her hull and nose cap was severed. The nose cap remained attached to the mast, and the rest of Shenandoah blew away over suburban New Jersey. A skeleton crew onboard quickly got the ship under control. The torso and stern of Shenandoah  rode out the storm for the rest of the night and returned to Lakehurst in the morning.

The navy maintained that Shenandoah’s performance during the breakaway flight demonstrated her airworthiness. The breakaway flight, however, had occurred at the worst possible time. The dimensions of one of the greatest scandals in American political history were slowly emerging from an investigation conducted by the U.S. Senate. During the administration of the late President Warren G. Harding, a Republican, the Department of the Interior had assumed control of certain oil fields in California and Wyoming that had been reserved for the use of the navy. The oil fields had then been leased to private drillers in exchange for hundreds of thousands of dollars in bribes. The Senate Democrats were leading a full-scale inquiry into the scandal, which became known as “Teapot Dome,” after the site of the Wyoming oil field.

Harding died early in August 1923 and was succeeded by Coolidge, the vice president. Coolidge himself was innocent of any wrongdoing, but 1924 was an election year, and the scandal jeopardized his chances of winning a full term. Meanwhile, the secretary of the navy, Edwin Denby, had been exposed as a stooge elevated by Harding; Denby had acquiesced in the transfer of the oil fields to the Interior Department. Three days after the breakaway flight of the Shenandoah, the naval committee of the House of Representatives held a hearing on the feasibility of the transpolar flight. Denby testified on behalf of Shenandoah, but he had lost his credibility. Key Democrats in the House and Senate denounced the proposed flight as a suicide mission. Senator Clarence C. Dill of Washington suggested that Keenan/Crocker/Bradley/Harris/Roosevelt Land should be called “Coolidge Land” because it was “cold and silent.”13 Dill and a number of Senate colleagues wanted to cut off funds for the mission or launch a full-fledged investigation.

Coolidge knew better than to buck an angry Congress over an Arctic expedition. The transpolar flight was indefinitely suspended.
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 ANOTHER DOOR OPENS

I have been dreaming all winter of a trans-polar flight.


 


RICHARD E. BYRD1


 



 




When a door shuts, it is said, few people “realize that it is at that time that they might instead be looking at another door opening or preparing to open one.”2 Dick Byrd was one of the few who always seemed to be aware of the other door. His friends sensed this. He had energy and drive, a first-rate intellect, a wiry, athletic physique, and tons of personality. His personality drew people to him as friends, followers, and supporters all his life. He was a loyal friend, someone who could be relied on to listen and lend moral support or guarantee a loan. People believed in him and expected great things from him. At the same time, there was something faraway about him, some farther horizon to which he often tended to elevate his gaze.

He was a bit of a dreamer, but with both feet firmly on the ground.

Byrd was an unusually handsome man with that straight-arrow bearing that members of his profession call a “fine military air.” A lifeguard at a beach frequented by the explorer in the early 1920s put  it this way: “He is the nearest approach to a Greek-god-on-earth that I have ever seen. Many others have said the same thing.”3 He had black hair, wavy and close-cropped, a broad forehead, blue eyes, a cleft chin and the fine features of a movie star, a romantic lead. He was between five feet eight and five feet nine inches tall and weighed in the 150s. When he became famous, casual observers often evinced surprise that he was a much slighter man than they had imagined. He would lecture and attend functions in navy blues or whites with a breastful of decorations, looking splendid in uniform. But at the height of his fame, he could ride the New York City subways in a business suit and no one would recognize him. Byrd himself bowed to the popular stereotype of an explorer and expedition leader and gave as his vital statistics five feet ten inches and 165 pounds, but he might have been figuring his height and weight with the addition of furs and mukluks.

He hailed from a distinguished Southern family at a time when pedigree mattered infinitely more in American life than it does now. His ancestors were prominent members of the political class as far back as the seventeenth century. Byrd’s own level of class-consciousness remains a matter of opinion. “Though he mingled with us with that easy grace and tact that makes him at home in every situation,” said the lifeguard who knew him slightly in 1922, “yet there was always that indefinable something that caused even the dullest of us to sense ... the fact that he was a true aristocrat and one of God’s noblemen .... He was among us, but not of us.” However, a New Zealander who met the explorer at the end of the same decade recalled, “Upon meeting him for the first time one is confident that there are no social or other barriers to break down, for one clasps the hand of a man to whose nature distinctions of class and creed are foreign.”4


For the most part, those of Byrd’s friends and associates who left any written records behind, as well as those still living, considered him  a “regular guy.” He wasn’t materially rich; the family fortune had not survived the Civil War. But he was heir to a tradition of achievement, and he knew how the world worked. He had a wealth of connections. He spoke with a mild Virginia accent and did not limp noticeably. So long as he wasn’t required to stand watch for hours on end, the bad ankle didn’t bother him. His official status at the time of the Shenandoah flap, however, continued to be that of a retired officer on active duty.

On January 20, 1924, Byrd celebrated the ninth anniversary of his marriage to the former Marie Ames of Boston, Massachusetts, his childhood sweetheart. On the twentieth of every month he sent her one dozen deep red short-stemmed roses. The Byrds resided in a lovely four-story, red-brick townhouse on Brimmer Street on Boston’s Beacon Hill. They had two children, Richard, four; Evelyn Bolling, two; and were expecting a third. Katharine Ames Byrd was born on March 24, 1924. Dick commuted to work in Washington. Despite the enforced absences, which only lengthened over the years, he was, and remained, a devoted family man. The townhouse came alive whenever he returned home. He would bound up the steps and through the front door and say, as the children ran to greet him, “Hello there, chickens, how’s your copperocity?”5 He delighted in making up his own words and his own stories.

At night, he would sit on the edge of Dickie and Bolling’s bed, and later on Katherine’s when she was old enough, and regale them with tales of a creature he called a “whiffle wolf.” It was part dragon and part dinosaur and had wings like a bat. The whiffle wolf came at night to children’s windows; good little boys and girls could ride on its back, but the naughty ones had better watch out, because the whiffle wolf would breathe his dragon’s breath on them. Sometimes Byrd made up stories about miserly villains who lived in castles in the woods, and he would insert himself into the narrative as the hero who rescued the damsels in distress.

At least once a day when he was home, he liked to take the family out for a walk on the esplanade overlooking the Charles River, the children running to keep up with him. After the walk, the Byrds would assemble around the dining room table behind big stacks of chips and play poker. The family poker game was one of Dick’s favorite pastimes. “When it is possible I always walk by the water when the sun is setting,” he once said. “That is one of the most attractive scenes that has figured in my life. Another is to watch my children playing when the whole family is present. Another one is an airplane in flight.”6 Asked what his happiest moments were, he referred to a time when he was on an island retreat with his family, writing essays on philosophy. “Outside of that,” he said, “was after I learned to fly, when I flew most of the daylight hours. Next comes the period I spent on the ocean with my shipmates.”

In Washington, Byrd worked in the Old Executive Office Building on Pennsylvania Avenue at Seventeenth Street. Still one of the most impressive buildings in the District of Columbia, this regal, extravagant structure occupies the entire block west of the White House. It fairly overflows with windows and columns, and looks like it’s made up entirely of entrances. In the 1920s, it housed three major departments of the executive branch: State, War, and Navy. While in town, Byrd stayed at the Powhatan, a hotel that stood at the intersection of Pennsylvania Avenue, H Street, and Eighteenth Street, one block from OEOB. The location was perfect, and the hotel was small and quiet, and appealed to his introspective side. There was a cafeteria on H Street near the Powhatan where Byrd often ate and where he struck up an acquaintanceship with H. R. W. Miles, the president of the Columbia Polytechnic Institute for the Blind, which was located at 1808 H Street. Miles himself was blind. When Byrd brought his tray over to Miles’s table and sat down to eat, he would always greet him with a cheery “Hello, old sport!”7 That—the personable, efferverscent side—was the aspect of himself that Byrd was most comfortable displaying in public.

The navy capitalized on every facet of Byrd’s personality: his intelligence, organizational skills, and charm. One of his post-Shenandoah duties was to write a navy manual on aerial navigation. From April through November 1924, he was sent to Boston, New York, and Chicago to form reserve aviation units. By the end of the year, his working hours were spent on Capitol Hill, a mile and a quarter from the Navy Department. Byrd was no stranger to Congress, having previously lobbied for the creation of the Bureau of Aeronautics. Although he was assigned to the bureau, his principal duty was to lobby for whatever legislation was of interest to the navy as a whole. The admirals had deployed Byrd’s polish, personality, and salesmanship skills where they felt they would do the most good, but he detested the role. “I am working up at the Capitol on all Navy legislation,” he wrote to a fellow aviator, “and I don’t like it any more than I ever did.”8 He was too adventurous and imaginative to relinquish his dreams. When, in February 1924, he learned that the Shenandoah mission had been suspended, he immediately went up to the Hill and pushed for a resolution in support of the flight. By then it was clear that momentum for the transpolar flight had waned and that neither Congress, the navy, nor the White House had any intention of reinstating the mission.

Byrd turned thirty-six in October 1924. The closing of the door on the navy’s proposed transpolar flight was the turning point of his life. Instead of agonizing over Shenandoah, he looked to the possibility of organizing his own expedition.
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The plan Byrd devised was entirely characteristic of him. He wasn’t going to try to fly from Point Barrow to Spitsbergen or from Spitsbergen to Point Barrow. His conception was much more cautious and conservative. But on its own terms, it was also elegant and highly inventive. He proposed to retrace the route Peary had taken to the pole, but from the air. Peary had sailed to Etah in northern Greenland,  and from there he had established a base at Cape Columbia on the north shore of Ellesmere Island. The sledge journey to the pole had proceeded in stages from Cape Columbia. Byrd proposed to sail to Etah, as Peary had done, in a privately chartered ship, but he would bring with him a small, collapsed dirigible. He would inflate the airship at Etah, fly to Cape Columbia, put down fuel and supplies, and return to Etah for more provisions. Cape Columbia would be the staging point for a flight to the pole. On reaching the pole, Byrd would turn west and sweep across the unexplored area before starting for home. Like most of his contemporaries, he took the Harris theory as gospel and believed that there was land in the Polar Sea. He wanted to claim that land for the United States.

The Shenandoah, technically speaking, was a rigid airship, a dirigible with an internal framework. Non-rigid airships have no skeletal structure. They resemble the balloons in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade. The pressure of the gas with which they are inflated causes the envelope to fill out; when the gas is released, the bag collapses. Both rigids and non-rigids were used in the First World War—the British called the latter “limps.” The U.S. Navy built a series of non-rigids in 1917 and designated them “B-class” airships. This gave rise to the term “B-limp,” which in turn yielded the neologism blimp.

What Byrd had in mind was a TC-class airship, a blimp about two hundred feet long, less than one-third the size of Shenandoah. He would build a wood and canvas hangar at Etah and inflate the ship with hydrogen. A TC-class blimp was propelled by two engines and had a range of 2,500 to 3,000 miles, but Byrd thought he could boost this figure by 25 percent by installing hydrogen carburetors in the propulsion system. This was a deft touch: fuel is weight. As an airship consumes fuel, it gets lighter and rises. The flight crew has to release hydrogen to maintain altitude. The hydrogen carburetor would enable the released gas to be used as additional fuel, expanding the ship’s range by five hundred or six hundred miles. If all went according to  plan, Byrd would be able to swoop out toward the Siberian and Beaufort Seas before returning to Cape Columbia. He would cover more of the unexplored area than either Amundsen or Shenandoah would have done on a straight flight path from Point Barrow to Spitsbergen or the reverse.

The beauty of the plan was that it was eminently doable. By the end of February, 1925, Byrd had enlisted a major ally: Captain Bob Bartlett. “I have never given up the idea of flying across the Pole,” he wrote to Bartlett on the twenty-fourth. Neither had Bartlett. They had met at the Navy Department over a year earlier. Bob Bartlett had been an enthusiastic and vocal advocate of Shenandoah’s northern adventure, and one of the members of a panel that had convened in December of 1923 to plan the mission. In the aftermath of the breakaway flight, he had appeared before the House Naval Affairs Committee and testified along with Secretary Denby and Admiral Moffett in support of the expedition. He had apparently addressed the law-makers in the same quarterdeck tone with which he bawled orders to windward against a gale: “Hell’s bells! What are we going to do with the Shenandoah if we don’t fly to the Pole? By heaven, I want to see the Stars and Stripes carried to the north. Don’t read American history! Make it!”9


The cancellation of the flight was another in the series of rejections and reversals that had been Bartlett’s lot since the Roosevelt expedition plans were first announced at the end of 1918. He was forty-nine years old now and paunchy, living on handouts and bathtub gin. The Byrd-Bartlett alliance made perfect sense. Bartlett needed a project, and, in turn, his formidable credentials in Arctic exploration made up for the field experience that Byrd lacked. Bartlett gave the enterprise credibility; he also knew all the ins and outs of expeditioning. He was able to steer Byrd to a shipbroker in New York who leased vessels utilized in the Newfoundland sealing trade, the industry in which Bartlett had acquired his sea legs. A steamer built to negotiate the  Arctic pack ice could be chartered in Manhattan for $5,000 per month. Byrd, for his part, contributed vision, dynamism and the U.S. Navy.

As might be expected, Admiral Moffett of the Bureau of Aeronautics signed off on the plan, as did Rear Admiral Edward W. Eberle, chief of Naval Operations, and the new secretary of the navy, Curtis D. Wilbur. (Edwin Denby had resigned from the cabinet on March 10, 1924, a casualty of the Teapot Dome scandal.) The plan was attractive to the navy basically because, in the person of Richard Byrd, it enabled the navy to do what it had wanted to do in the first place. Repackaged as a private expedition, the mission could proceed without congressional oversight and approval. A five-million-dollar airship wouldn’t have to be put at risk. And, of course, if Byrd and Bartlett succeeded, the navy, or at least its proxy, would win the race for the transpolar flight. For these reasons, the department assisted the expedition by donating the use of navy equipment. This included the underpinnings of an airship: the control car, motors and engine fittings. The navy also agreed to furnish hydrogen cylinders, the receptacles in which the gas was stored and transported.

The Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company had, through a subsidiary, gone into the business of manufacturing airships. If Goodyear could be persuaded to provide the envelope—the gas bag—below cost, Byrd figured he could mount the expedition for $60,000. Bartlett had leaned on the old circle of Peary benefactors for $10,000. Byrd now had to raise the balance of the money. To do so, he proceeded in the most practical way: he went where the money was.
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Like all technological revolutions, the development of the internal combustion engine and its numerous ramifications had produced an enormous amount of change in American life and, in the process, enormous wealth. By the 1920s, much of the latter was concentrated  in the holdings of two formidable families: the Fords and the Rockefellers. John D. Rockefeller Jr. headed the list of the twenty-five Americans paying the largest amount of money in federal income tax in 1925; Henry and Edsel Ford were numbers two and three. The Fords made motors, automobiles, tractors, and trucks. The Rockefellers, among other things, refined the oil that motor vehicles consumed as fuel. In both families, power was slowly being transferred from the aging patriarch to the son and heir.

The Ford Motor Company manufactured the Liberty motor, the breakthrough aircraft engine that had been developed during the World War. As a result, Edsel Ford had established a business and personal relationship with Admiral Moffett. Ford trusted Moffett. Moffett wrote a letter of introduction to Henry Ford on Byrd’s behalf, and Byrd was subsequently granted an interview with Edsel on Friday, the twentieth of March, 1925. Byrd was also able to leverage his connections and wrangle a letter of introduction to Edsel Ford from Major Oscar Solbert, a military aide to President Coolidge.

In an unpretentious office at the Ford company’s Highland Park plant in Detroit, Michigan, Byrd found himself shaking hands with a slight, dark-haired, angular-looking man in his early 30s. Edsel Ford wasn’t born to great wealth. During his boyhood, his father had worked days for the Detroit Edison Company and sat up nights tinkering on a horseless carriage. Edsel and the Ford Motor Company had grown up together. Earnest and unassuming, he listened to Byrd’s presentation and asked questions.

Edsel was captivated by Byrd’s personality and enthusiasm. But there was another reason why he was a receptive listener. Edsel was ten when the Wright Brothers had soared at Kitty Hawk. As a teenager he had gotten together with one of his father’s employees and built an airplane—a small monoplane with a metal framework. The wings were covered with silk, the landing gear was a set of bicycle wheels, and the motor a Model T engine bored full of holes to make  it weigh less. The craft had flown a short distance and crashed into a fence, but Edsel had never lost his interest in flight. He believed that a relatively inexpensive, efficient, and mass-produced airplane would be highly marketable and envisioned producing an aviation equivalent of the Model T automobile. Ford engineers were currently experimenting with aircraft design as a result of Edsel’s initiative. In the meantime, the company had embarked upon a campaign to (quite literally) prepare the ground for the public acceptance of private aviation. The Fords built an airfield in Dearborn, Michigan, and were planning to erect a 200-foot mooring mast in Detroit so that celebrated airships such as the Shenandoah could visit the city. They invested heavily in (and would eventually acquire) the Stout Metal Airplane Company, makers of all-metal, single-engine monoplanes, and the Aircraft Development Corporation, a new company planning to manufacture metal dirigibles. Within weeks of Byrd’s visit to Detroit, the Fords inaugurated America’s first regularly-scheduled commercial aviation service, by subsidizing an aerial freight run between their Dearborn and Chicago plants.

On March 20, Byrd had easily demonstrated his grasp of the technical issues involved in flying over the Polar Sea and had emphasized the possibility of claiming Harris Land in the name of the United States. Another of his selling points was that the polar project would help promote aviation. Edsel was intrigued and pledged to contribute $15,000.

Unlike Edsel Ford, John D. Rockefeller Jr. was not involved in the management of the Standard Oil Company and the other Rockefeller industries. He was responsible for managing the family fortune, some five hundred million dollars, and the family philanthropies. Byrd’s entrée to the princely throne was facilitated by a man named Raymond B. Fosdick. The epitome of a dynamic young lawyer, Fosdick was a protége of Woodrow Wilson, his mentor at Princeton University. When, as president, Wilson brought the United States into the World  War, Fosdick was appointed chairman of the Commission on Training Camp Activities of the War and Navy Departments. One of Byrd’s first duty assignments as a retired officer was a stint as Fosdick’s secretary. After the war, Fosdick was due to be installed as undersecretary of the League of Nations. When the Senate failed to ratify the League covenant, Fosdick, a New Yorker, resigned, went home, and founded a law firm. His first client was John D. Rockefeller Jr.

Fosdick arranged an audience for Byrd at the Standard Oil Building on lower Broadway in New York, the citadel of the Rockefeller empire. As it happened, Rockefeller was unable to attend the meeting, but the petition of the young naval officer from Washington would not be ignored. Like all good fundraisers, Byrd knew that peers must solicit money from peers. He had therefore prevailed on Edsel Ford to write Rockefeller on his behalf. John D. Rockefeller Jr. lacked the vision and imagination of an Edsel Ford. He was a shy, cautious, dutiful man of middle age of whom it was said, “He never thought of humorous things himself, but he enjoyed humorous incidents or remarks by other people.”10 Responding according to his inclinations, Rockefeller, fifty, deferred to Ford, thirty-one. “Sorry not to have seen Commander Byrd. Was out of town when he called,” he dashed off to Ford in a telegram on March 24. “I know but little about his project but if you fully approve it and would like to have me do so I will be glad to join you in the enterprise and duplicate your contribution.” 11


Ford responded in the affirmative, and Byrd had half his projected budget.
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“I have been dreaming all winter of a trans-polar flight. I wonder if it will materialize,” Byrd had written in his diary on January 1, 1925. By the end of March, he had a plan, the approval of the Navy Department, the support of Bob Bartlett, and thirty thousand dollars.  But resourceful old Torngak, the evil spirit of the north, was still determined to protect the secrets of the Polar Sea. In previous outings, he had hurled disease, mechanical failure, financial mismanagement, politics, and a natural disaster in the path of the most intrepid explorers to sail from the southern lands. Now, with equal cunning, he contrived to place a particularly thorny obstacle before Dick Byrd.

His name was Donald Baxter MacMillan.
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Donald B. MacMillan was born in 1874, the same year as Shackleton. Like the hero of the Endurance saga, he was a major figure of the “heroic age” of polar exploration. Both MacMillan and Shackleton debuted as supporting players in the expeditions of legendary figures, Robert Peary and Robert Falcon Scott, respectively. But here the similarity ends. While Scott and Shackleton became rivals, MacMillan was perceived as Peary’s heir. MacMillan emphasized field research and proved a transitional figure in the evolution of modern, scientific exploration; his expeditions were sponsored by major research institutions and distinguished museums. His career lasted more than twice as long as Shackleton’s, he wrote numerous books and magazine articles, lectured widely, and, but for the fact that he did not die on the ice or collect hair-raising experiences, his name might be as well-known today as it was in the 1920s.

MacMillan was built like a Marine drill instructor—small, square-jawed, commanding. Even in midlife, he was strong, athletic, and had tremendous physical presence. Part of his mystique was that he had  lived the life of a Horatio Alger character; as an Arctic explorer he had pulled himself up by his mukluk thongs. He was the son of a New England sea captain in the fishing trade. His father had sailed north of the Arctic Circle time and again, bringing back tales of icebound harbors and curious mementos. As a child, MacMillan’s playthings included articles of clothing made by the native people of Greenland—fur boots and mittens, warm and feathery-light. When he was nine, his father was lost at sea. MacMillan’s mother took in laundry to support the family. Apparently she never thought of herself as a widow. Every day she would walk to the top of a hill overlooking the waves and sit there watching for a sail.

As a boy, MacMillan assumed that his father was still in the Arctic. He longed to go north himself because in his mind that was where his father was.

His mother died three years after her husband’s disappearance. MacMillan went to live with an older sister, worked at all sorts of odd jobs, and eventually managed to put himself through Bowdoin College. His ambition was to be a doctor. He began teaching at the high school level to save up for medical school. During these years, he opened a summer camp for boys on an island in the Casco Bay area and taught sailing and coastal navigation. One night, responding to cries for help, MacMillan rescued five vacationers clinging to the rail of a capsized sailboat. A few nights later, he saved three people clinging to an overturned rowboat—eight lives in one week. He received a certificate for this feat from the Humane Society of Massachusetts and was written up in the newspapers.

Between Arctic expeditions, Robert Peary, also a Bowdoin man, summered on Eagle Island in Casco Bay, within sight of MacMillan’s cottage. The celebrated lifesaving episode brought MacMillan within Peary’s orbit. Peary read about MacMillan and wrote to commend him. MacMillan wrote back, expressing an interest in polar exploration; he still harbored his youthful desire to go north.

At some point, Peary arrived at MacMillan’s nautical camp and looked down his mustache at the smaller man, sizing him up. Young MacMillan had a receding hairline, a manly face, and considerable charm. He was handsome, bright, outgoing and charismatic. He was the right size too. “Small, wiry men have a great advantage over large ones,” Peary believed.2 Big men eat more, require more provisions and larger igloos, and are clumsier and less agile, a major disadvantage in crossing young, thin ice. Peary asked MacMillan to teach his son, Robert Jr., to swim, sail, and shoot. Eventually, Peary invited him to join his last expedition. Both Peary and Amundsen believed in recruiting inexperienced people; novices were not likely to challenge the authority of an experienced leader.

MacMillan’s early career in Arctic exploration intersected with two of the key developments in the quest for land in the Polar Sea. Donald MacMillan was one of the workhorses Peary assigned to monitor the rise and fall of the tides in compliance with President Roosevelt’s directive of 1908. In the darkness of the Arctic autumn of that year, MacMillan and a few Inuit assistants were sent out along the north coast of Ellesmere Island to Cape Columbia, some ninety miles from the anchorage of the expedition vessel. They drove a tide staff into the ice on the sloping shore of the cape. The zero position on the scale of the staff was then aligned with an improvised benchmark in the gravel bed exposed at low tide—an iron pipe hammered through the middle of a biscuit tin. MacMillan carved out a well hole around the staff and, over this, his assistants built a snow house. He spent the next month sitting in the igloo on a sledge draped with furs, watching by the light of an oil lamp, as the water surrounding the staff rose and fell. He compiled hourly readings. These figures, supplemented by data collected by Peary men at additional locations, were subsequently turned over to Rollin Harris of the Coast and Geodetic Survey and would become the empirical foundation of the theory of the undiscovered continent.

In 1913, MacMillan led an expedition launched by the American Museum of Natural History in an attempt to reach Crocker Land, the mountainous vistas Peary reported having spotted from Cape Colgate and Cape Thomas Hubbard in 1906. Starting at Etah, the MacMillan party crossed Ellesmere and Axel Heiberg Islands by dog sledge. They turned north for Cape Thomas Hubbard and mushed out from that point over the rough white surface of the Polar Sea. Penetrating some one hundred miles into the drifting icefields, the explorers at last saw what appeared to be solid ground: “Hills, valleys, snow-capped peaks extending through at least one hundred and twenty degrees of the horizon,” MacMillan wrote.3 It was exactly what Peary had seen, but MacMillan understood that it was a mirage.

Recent studies of mirage phenomena clarify the mechanisms that produce such distortions.

One of the controlling factors is temperature inversion.4 Normally, temperature decreases with altitude; the inversion occurs when the configuration is reversed and the air at the higher altitude is slightly warmer than the layer below. Under these conditions, the atmosphere acts like a lens, blurring and distorting the horizon. This situation exists in the Polar Basin. Beneath the drifting icefields, relatively warmer Atlantic and Pacific water continually intermingles with frigid Arctic water. Therefore, more heat is radiated up from the surface of the Polar Sea than is received by it. This produces the inversion, the blurring lens.

Slight changes in temperature and wind direction or velocity may make the mirage vanish or alter its shape like an image in a kaleidoscope. MacMillan realized he wasn’t looking at a real landscape when he started to see the distant “snow-capped peaks” change shape before his eyes. He pushed fifty miles further due northwest of Cape Thomas Hubbard, satisfied himself that he had cleared up the matter of Crocker Land and sledged back to Etah. The ship that had been chartered to take his party north in 1913 had been wrecked off the  coast of Labrador. The expedition had transferred to a second vessel that had deposited them at Etah and returned south. Over the next few years, two relief ships had attempted to reach Etah to retrieve the team but were unable to press through the pack ice in Melville Bay. MacMillan continued to mount extensive surveys of Ellesmere Island and northern Greenland during each of the succeeding summers. Finally, the American Museum of Natural History dispatched a Newfoundland sealing steamer with Bob Bartlett at the helm, and Captain Bob rammed his way northwards to the rescue.

Having been cut off from the world like a latter-day Rip Van Winkle, MacMillan was astonished to learn that a Great War was raging in Europe and the United States was poised to intervene in the struggle. He was almost equally amazed when Bartlett described recent advances in aviation. The possibilities boggled his mind. “I know that an explorer with an airplane could accomplish more work in one day than he could do in twenty with a dog team,” he told a reporter on arriving in New York. “We could accomplish more in one year than we did in the four I have just spent in the north.”5


MacMillan enlisted in the Naval Reserves in 1918 and served stateside with the aviation service. He was a forty-four-year-old ensign. His principal duty was to fly as an observer in various types of aircraft and evaluate them. After his discharge, he raised money from his numerous supporters and built a 60-ton, 88-foot Arctic schooner of his own design. The Bowdoin, named for MacMillan’s alma mater, had a spoon-shaped bow, like Amundsen’s Maud, and was made of Maine white oak reinforced up to the waterline with Australian ironwood and cement. MacMillan embarked in July of 1921 for southwest Baffin Island, and here he began to overtake Bartlett as America’s leading Arctic explorer. He returned to Etah in 1923 under the auspices of the Carnegie Institution and the National Geographic Society.

Two years later, MacMillan connected for the third time in his career with the quest for land in the Polar Sea and, for the first time, with aerial exploration. It all started innocently enough. On January 19, 1925, MacMillan announced plans for his next expedition. He was going to attempt to prove that the Vikings discovered America. MacMillan based his project on an historical riddle: sometime before the first millennium, Erik the Red sailed west from Iceland and discovered new territory. He gave it a marketable name, “Greenland,” and soon induced a large number of his countrymen to return with him as colonists. Settlements were established all along Greenland’s southern coast. But when Danish explorers arrived in Greenland several hundred years later, the Norse colony had vanished without a trace.

Ice cores extracted from the polar regions in recent decades have revealed dramatic fluctuations in global climate. The Greenland colony coincided with a period of global warming and was likely abandoned when decreasing temperatures discouraged agricultural activity. Lacking the benefit of modern research findings, MacMillan attributed the decline of the colony to disease. He believed that bubonic plague had been imported from Europe to Greenland. He was also convinced that before the colony expired voyages were made to America. He was aware of some curious ruins on certain islands off the coast of northern Labrador. They were about three feet high and appeared to be the rectangular foundations of ancient stone houses. MacMillan intended to compare these sites to the Viking ruins that abound in southern Greenland. In the correspondence of these structures, he felt, “probably lies the first chapter of American history.”6


On February 7th, MacMillan reenrolled in the Naval Reserve and was commissioned “Lieutenant Commander (Technicist-Aviation).” The commission obviously required some pull, and additional leverage was provided by Eugene F. McDonald Jr., President of the Zenith Radio Corporation. McDonald, a pioneer broadcaster, a promotional  genius, and a supersalesman, had co-sponsored MacMillan’s previous expedition, and he and MacMillan had become fast friends. Both men wanted to add an extra dimension to the archeological program announced for 1925. MacMillan’s commission was the first step of a master plan. McDonald then wrote to Secretary Wilbur on February 28 proposing that MacMillan be recalled to active duty for the purpose of mounting an Arctic expedition and that the navy contribute an airplane, a pilot, and a mechanic to the venture.
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