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FOREWORD BY GEOFFREY E. CLARK


IN THE summer of 1876, an eighteen-year-old youth from a tiny town in upstate New York left home to attend the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. According to his family history,

He had a fine time viewing the wonders that heralded the arrival of the Machine Age and came away marveling how much the inventions had improved the world for people to work and live in. At New York City he had to change cars. He reached in his pocket for money to buy a ticket; there was no money. Too proud to write home for funds, the bankrupt sightseer took a ride on the free ferry to that ran to the United States Army Post on Governor’s Island and joined the Regular Army. Changing into a uniform, he found a ten-dollar bill [worth $250 in today’s dollars] hidden away in the pocket of his civilian shirt. But he was in the army now—Private David L. Brainard.

Whether by a stroke of misfortune or an impulse to venture beyond his rural home, his enlistment lead to his participation as a hero in what is arguably the most important (and most tragic) episode in the history of American polar exploration: The Lady Franklin Bay Expedition of 1881-84, colloquially known as The Greely Expedition.

Private Brainard was posted to the far west where he participated in the so-called “Indian Wars,” rising over a span of only three years to the rank of sergeant. He saw action in several fights and late in life was awarded one of only two Purple Heart medals for wounds suffered in the Indian campaigns. If his motivation for joining the army was adventure and travel, the Wild West was apparently insufficiently challenging. In 1879, he volunteered to serve as a member of an arctic expedition to establish a “Polar Colony” only 450 miles from the North Pole, in what is now the northern-most part of Canada.

This ambitious and perilous project was the brainchild of a Captain Howgate of the US Army Signal Corps. It can be seen as an expression of the expansionist impulse that arose in the United States after the Civil War and the closing of the American frontier. Howgate promoted the enterprise as a US Army project. Federal funding was withdrawn at the last moment when government surveyors found his chosen ship, the Gulnare, unfit for service, but Howgate sent the ship north with private support. Presumably Brainard was already detailed for service on the voyage and departed as the only member of the military on board. On arrival in Greenland after a rough passage, the findings of the surveyors proved correct. Following the better part of the summer spent repairing serious damage, the Gulnare returned to the United States. Meanwhile, Brainard obtained critical experience in dealing with the arctic climate and its inhabitants.

Howgate was undeterred in pushing for his colony and by 1880 had found an additional, more serious rationale for government funding. An Austrian scientist and arctic explorer, Carl Weyprecht had convened an international congress in 1877 to discuss the problem of finding out what conditions prevailed in the high polar regions, which had heretofore defied all attempts at direct exploration. The congress organized an ingenious scheme involving the cooperation of fourteen nations to establish stations as far north as possible, and there to collect an enormous amount of data using a detailed protocol that required the collection of many meteorological and physical measurements every four hours around the clock for at least a year. These large databases were then to be correlated to deduce conditions at the North Pole—a massive undertaking in the pre-computer era. American scientists lent their support to this International Polar Year, and in the end the federal government committed to establishing two research stations, one at Barrow, Alaska and the other, by far the farthest north, at the site proposed by Howgate. This was at Discovery Harbor in Lady Franklin Bay, where a British expedition had wintered over in 1875-76 and had established the record for “The Furthest North,” an honor held by Great Britain for over three hundred years. Thus the expedition had two objectives. The public objective was to undertake a serious enterprise to obtain data in cooperation with the international scientific community. Just as important but never officially stated was the goal of extending the reach of American exploration and wresting the record for “The Furthest North” from the British.

American participation was put under the command of the US Army Signal Corps, which at that time was responsible for running the US Weather Bureau. A civil war veteran and Signal Corps officer, First Lieutenant Adolphus W. Greely was put in command of the expedition to Lady Franklin Bay. When it came to putting together a party of military men and civilian scientists, David Brainard was an obvious choice, because of his demonstrated leadership abilities and the fact that he had previously volunteered for arctic service. Out of the twenty-four men chosen, Brainard was the only soldier with any arctic experience, the two others being Dr. Octave Pavy and photographer George Rice, who had also gone north to Greenland on the Gulnare in 1880. Greely chose Brainard to be first sergeant, meaning that he was the senior non-commissioned officer in command of the enlisted men.

The route to Discovery Harbor required the navigation of relatively narrow Kennedy Channel and Davis Basin between Ellesmere Island and Greenland. These are choked with ice except for a variable length of time in the summer, and sometimes not even then. The plan called for the use of a chartered steamer, the Proteus, with an experienced ice pilot, to transport the party of twenty-four men, a prefabricated double-walled house, scientific equipment and supplies for three years. In the summer of the following year a supply ship was to visit the station with mail and more supplies, and to return with any ill or disaffected personnel. Should the ship find the passage blocked, it was to leave its supplies on the Ellesmere coast at its point of farthest progress or at least at Cape Sabine on Pim Island in Smith Sound, 250 miles south. This was the location that ships could count on reaching every year.

In the second summer, a ship was to return to pick up the party, its equipment and records for return to the United States. In the event that the passage was impassible the second year the fallback plan was for the ship to return to Cape Sabine and leave a cache of supplies sufficient for the party to winter over. If possible, the ship was to await the party, which was instructed to retreat by open boats along the coast. If the ship could not remain, the party would winter over at Cape Sabine until recovered the following spring. Every detail of the plan had to be set in place before the expedition commenced, as there was absolutely no way of communicating with the party once it had been left at the station.

Even in retrospect the plans anticipated every contingency save one: the utter incompetency of the US Army Signal Corps in carrying out the relief and recovery operations. The first supply ship in the summer of 1882 was under the supervision of a private, whose only qualification was that he was the personal secretary of the Signal Corps Commander. It was unable to proceed more than a third of the way up the passage despite a month of maneuvering, but, for reasons that remain unclear, returned to the United States without leave any of its supplies as directed. The recovery mission the following year was even more disastrous. The Proteus was sent again, but under the command of an impetuous cavalry officer, Lieutenant Garlington. And arrived at the entrance to Smith Sound early in the season. Rather than leave a cache of supplies at Cape Sabine and waiting for the ice to open, Garlington demanded that the skipper proceed into the pack. Within an hour the ship was “nipped,” crushed, and sank. Garlington was forced to retreat in the lifeboats, leaving only rations for two weeks at Cape Sabine, with a note explaining what had happened. Of course Greely and his men at Fort Conger knew none of this. So when no recovery ship appeared, after two years of meticulous scientific work and setting the record for “The Furthest North” without loss of life or serious injury, the party retreated south according to plan—into a deadly trap.

This needs to be kept in mind while reading Brainard’s contemporaneous account. Every member of the party was required to keep a diary to be part of the official record, and which was to be surrendered to Greely after the two years at Fort Conger. Thus this account consists of two parts: Brainard’s official diary dates from his embarkation on July 7, 1881 until August 8, 1883. Whether he, like some others, kept a separate private diary is unknown. But probably everyone was circumspect in his observations and criticisms, knowing that what they wrote would become public. Brainard’s diary from August 9, 1883 through June 21, 1884 was undoubtedly private, written in pencil in a small pocket notebook. But even here Brainard omits key events, some which are only reported in later annotations, if at all.

Certainly the personality conflicts that plagued the expedition are underreported. Greely was a self-educated Yankee from Newburyport, Massachusetts, who joined the army as a private in the Civil War at seventeen and received a battlefield commission. While not a martinet, he was serious and conscientious to a fault as well as perhaps a bit stubborn. His second-in-command, while well recommended, had recently lost his second wife to sudden illness leaving him with several young children, so that he embarked in a state of profound depression. When the two had a falling out over what was a relatively minor matter, Kislingbury resigned his commission but failed to get on the Proteus in time to return home, leaving him marooned without any official status. Both men were too proud and/or too stubborn to make amends, resulting in continuing antagonism, which in turn was aggravated by the hostility of the physician Dr. Octave Pavy. Pavy was a highly cultured, Paris educated “bohemian” with no respect for the military life. He had gone to Greenland with the Howgate Expedition, stayed for the year until the expedition was resurrected and in the process learned the Inuit (Eskimo) language and customs. He considered himself, with some justification, superior to Greely in arctic lore.

The conflicts between these three poisoned the atmosphere of the party, particularly in the winters when the men were confined to the station most of the time. But matters came to a head in a mutiny proposed by Pavy and Kislingbury shortly after their departure from Conger, an incident that Brainard omitted from even his private diary until its publication. The two proposed that Pavy, as party physician, pronounce Greely unfit, replace him with Kislingbury as commander, and that they return to the safety of Fort Conger. Given the disaster that awaited them this may have been a good idea, but it was in direct disobedience to Greely’s orders. It was Brainard, who despite misgivings was loyal to Greely and military discipline, who quashed the incipient insurrection. Yet he chose not to record the matter contemporaneously. These antagonisms persisted until the last tragic days when all but Greely died.

One issue never mentioned or alluded to by Brainard in the diaries or elsewhere is the cannibalism that undoubtedly occurred. This was clearly documented from the examination of the remains of those who had died, but was totally denied by all six survivors. Surely at least one must have known or participated. Could it have happened but been hidden from Brainard or Greely?

Even though it was widely reported in the newspapers shortly after the survivors returned, it was apparently too much of a taboo to merit discussion well into the twentieth century when only Brainard remained alive. It remains an enduring mystery.

Finally, Brainard is so modest in his account that we must read between the lines to realize that, without his leadership, determination and ingenuity no one would have survived. As First Sergeant he maintained discipline and morale when Greely was failing and the other officers had died. He maintained rigorous control of the meager remaining rations, issued them with strict impartiality and when a member of the party was found guilty of repeatedly stealing food, took charge of his execution. Perhaps most important, he discovered and devised a means of catching a tiny shrimp-like creature that was the only consistently reliable source of food. Virtually every day he would spend hours at the shore fishing with an improvised net and baits, bringing back up to thirty pounds a day—a total of well over a ton! Considering that they were only hours from death when rescue arrived, clearly Sergeant David Brainard was the hero who ensured that six came back.

When it came time for publication, Brainard’s account was broken into two parts. The first half, entitled The Outpost of the Lost, is recounted here, and details the expedition from August 1883 through June 1884.


SALUTATION

Washington, D. C. November 1, 1928.

MY DEAR BRAINARD,—sole survivor of my Arctic comrades:

Fresh from Indian wars and scarcely healed wounds on the frontier, you volunteered half a century since for service with me in the Arctic Zone.

In the three years therein, with the lamented Lockwood, you placed your name high on the immortal scroll of fame by winning for our great Nation the honors of the Highest North, which England’s distinguished explorers had held unbroken for three centuries.

In that Arctic service together we shared the perils of the drifting polar pack, the indescribable sufferings of an Arctic winter, without necessary clothing, heat, shelter or sustaining food. Together with our comrades we faced for nine months the prospect of death day by day, and were harassed by the sight of our associates perishing by starvation, or from vicissitudes in the polar field.

Your service in later years has been with distinction at home and abroad, marked by the same manly virtues earlier displayed by you in the Arctic.

Modern inventions spare the explorer of to-day from the dog and sled, lessen many dangers of disaster, and from the grim solitude that overwhelms man isolated from his kind for years,—as we have known it. This gives value to your diary, written mostly under direst distress. Thereby the world of the twentieth century may learn in part the extreme difficulties and deprivations under which explorations were made in the nineteenth century.

Your former commander sends this greeting a faint tribute to your merits.

A. W. GREELY

Major General, U.S.A., Retired; Formerly 1st Lieutenant, commanding International Arctic Expedition.

 

General David L. Brainard,
United States Army.


THE OUTPOST OF THE LOST

FOREWORD

1

TWENTY-TWO white men and two Eskimos stood on the shore and watched the sealer Proteus leave them, steaming through a dark streak that ran like a river through the surface of the ice-covered bay. The dark streak was a “lead,” as they call them in the Arctic—a lane of water opened by the caprice of tide or wind in the surface of a frozen sea. Leads are impermanent and tricky affairs. They open and they close without a sign of warning. A lead may remain open for a week or it may close in an hour. There is no telling. Yet leads are a mariner’s principal dependence for navigation in a frozen sea. The only other way is to ram the ice, and, if it is not too thick, gain a mile or so a day. But in that region of magnificent distances, a mile in a day can be called movement only in an academic sense. Still, there are times when a mile in a day is a great deal, and the twenty-two Americans and two Eskimos were to find it so.

But this time the lead stayed open and the Proteus put distance between herself and the men on shore at a rate that made no secret of Captain Pike’s anxiety to separate himself from his late passengers as speedily as might be. For six fretful days his ship had lain at anchor while the passengers whom Captain Pike had brought north disembarked themselves and their belongings. Then he steamed away only to be blocked by the ice before he had made good a mariner’s mile. For six days he lay there, ice-locked and helpless. On the seventh day, that is to say August 26, 1881, the lead clove a path through the ice of Lady Franklin Bay and the Proteus was under way and gone for good.

The twenty-four knocked off work to see her out of sight. Two of them climbed the ice-sheeted boulders of Cairn Hill for a last look. They came down in time to share the astonishment of their comrades at the sight of a man scrambling over the ice on the harbor toward them. It was Lieutenant Kislingbury. He had missed the ship.

The company was now twenty-five. Lieutenant Kislingbury took his misfortunes with a serenity common to professional soldiers of the period. The lieutenant was a big fellow of a placid and philosophic turn. He was also a late sleeper, and that was the immediate cause of his predicament. He had sailed as a member of the Lady Franklin Bay Expeditionary Force, as our company was known in the vernacular of the War Department. But from the first he did not get on so well with Lieutenant Greely, the commanding officer. The break came during the six-day delay while the ice-blocked Proteus was trying to get under way. Lieutenant Greely reproved him and Kislingbury asked to be relieved and sent back to the United States on the Proteus. Greely complied, but it took time to put all this in writing according to the somewhat leisurely I-am-sir-your-most-obedient-servant official forms of the day. It happened that this was just the time Lieutenant Kislingbury needed to catch the Proteus. As it was, he started over the ice too late, for the lead had opened and Captain Pike was on his way.

That evening in the chilly atmosphere of a tent pitched on the ice, a young sergeant wrote in his diary with an arm a little stiff from swinging a hammer most of the day: “We won’t see anything from the civilized world for almost a year. Perhaps not for two years.” The last sentence was a forehanded preparation against disappointment. Sergeant Brainard expected, certainly he fondly hoped, to see the friendly masts of the Proteus in Lady Franklin Bay again next August. Also, without doubt, did Lieutenant Kislingbury, for, having been relieved of all duty, his present status of guest was bound to become irksome long before that.

2

One year and one day later Sergeant Brainard took pencil in hand to record the prepared-for disappointment as an accomplished fact. He let himself down easily, but grim stuff lay between the simple lines. “In a few days the jolly-boat Valorous will be taken across Archer Fiord and left at Cape Baird for use next year, if, once more, a relief vessel fails to reach us and we are compelled to retreat south in our few small boats.”

The Proteus had not come back. For more than two months now the twenty-five in their camp, fifteen hundred miles north of the Arctic circle, as isolated as though it were pitched on a star, had nursed what the sergeant thus obliquely concedes to have been a vain hope. Day after day Cairn Hill had been scaled and the sea to the south swept with glasses. The little steam launch, Lady Greely, (the name is a courtesy to the commanding officer’s wife who had been very thoughtful of the men) had been fired up and nosed through the leads of all adjacent waters in the hope of greeting a relief ship on the way. A hundred little plans and preparations were made and discarded. Once the state of the sea looked so promising that the indefatigable Greely suspended all field work so that every one might be present at the station if a vessel should arrive. If and not when. The little band did not permit their hopes to lead them too far. There must be no dejection in any event. Spirits must be kept up, ship or no ship.

Should no ship come the next year to take them off—that would be a different matter and a grave one, as the sergeant implies. The expedition must then make its own way to civilization, in open boats and sledges over several hundred miles of wild Arctic sea and wild Arctic ice, that had been traversed only four times in history and then with difficulty by staunch ships, including the Proteus that had brought them up.

3

After all that first year had not passed disagreeably, and it is doubtful if any one, not excepting Lieutenant Kislingbury, regretted the experience, future uncertainty thrown into the bargain. The entire party had had the distinction of spending a winter farther north than any Arctic explorers had ever wintered, with the exception of an English outfit that had wintered on shipboard. Moreover, two of their number had set a new Farthest North record in the centuries old race to the Pole. In those days, to set a new Farthest of five or ten miles was as rare a distinction as it is now to skim over the Pole itself in an airship.

That first winter there was weather in which Medford rum froze solid and the kerosene oil had to be thawed out before the lamps could be lighted. Private Schneider undertook a special job of foster-mothering some of the newly born Eskimo puppies whose parents had been picked up in Greenland on the way north. One who will try to make a pet of an Eskimo dog is entitled to credit. Eskimo dogs have the worst dispositions of any canine on earth. Mothers will eat their young. Schneider would take the pups into the men’s quarters and warm them and feed them. One frisky little fellow dashed out of the door to have a look into the garbage barrel, and, to illustrate how little this young scion of Greenland ancestry knew about real cold weather, he froze solid in his tracks and had to be chopped out with an ax. The amiable Schneider warmed him up and thus averted what otherwise would have been the first casualty of the Lady Franklin Bay Expedition.

And so it went. A number of peculiar things will happen to any twenty-five men cooped up where for six or eight weeks at a stretch the temperature does not rise above the freezing-point for mercury, which is thirty-nine degrees below zero.

The party was fairly comfortably situated, nevertheless. It lived in a long, low, barrack-like house, the lumber for which had been brought up ready cut on the Proteus. The ready-cut lumber idea was a new one in 1881, at least to the Lady Franklin Bay people, who marveled at the progress of science and invention as they put their house together. Lieutenant Greely christened it Fort Conger, after United States Senator Conger who had sponsored the appropriation bill that provided the funds for the expedition. Fort Conger consisted of three rooms—one for the four officers, including the disengaged Kislingbury, one for the enlisted men and the Eskimos, and a kitchen. There was also a cubicle with a bathtub and a snow-melting arrangement rigged up in it, so that Saturday night was fittingly observed, for the first and perhaps the only time in the history of Arctic exploration. Years later Peary came through this part of the country and, finding Fort Conger standing in good shape, wintered there, but whether he observed Saturday night as scrupulously as Lieutenant Greely’s command does not appear. Perhaps not, Peary being, by then, a seasoned polar traveler.

The Greely people were not as yet seasoned polar travelers, although most of them were familiar with hardship and with danger. They were officers and soldiers of the United States Regular Army who had volunteered for this duty and for the most part had been gathered up on short notice from regiments serving on Indian campaigns in the Far West. As the expedition was primarily a scientific one, a few husky fellows who were familiar with the instruments necessary to the required observations had been enlisted by special arrangement.

The surgeon was Dr. Octave Pavy, a Louisiana creole educated in France. Aside from Jens and Fred, the two Greenlanders employed as dog drivers, he was the only member of the party who had been in the Arctic before. The commanding officer, First Lieutenant Adolphus W. Greely, Fifth Cavalry, came from Newburyport, Massachusetts. He had been in the army since the outbreak of the Civil War when he went out as a seventeen-year-old private of Massachusetts volunteers. He was a New Englander of the traditional type, meaning the type more often found in tradition than in the flesh—tall, spare, stern, kindly and terribly conscientious. Altogether it was a rather mixed company to share the intimacy of an Arctic winter night beneath the smoky oil lamps of Fort Conger.

At first there had been plenty to do, and the work was intelligently organized by the commanding officer and tackled with zeal by the men. Provisions were stowed, and in this respect the Lady Franklin Bay Expedition fared well. Tons and tons of coal were hauled from a surface mine a few miles away. Scientific instruments were set up and sledge routes explored and rationed for the field work the following spring. But in a few weeks cold and darkness put an end to practically all the outside work except the instrument tending near the station.

The monotony of the Arctic night produces strange effects on white men. They become melancholy, sleepless and very irritable. Their pallid complexions take on a greenish tinge. It is related that a party of hunters in Spitzbergen once died from simple lack of will to live. Doctor Hall, an early American explorer, observed a rooster leap from the rail of a ship into the sea and drown himself, the doctor said, from sheer dejection.

The Lady Franklin Bay Expedition fared better than this, but there were trying times and a little excitement as well. One morning, the Eskimo Jens started off without his breakfast to walk home to Greenland, a matter of a thousand miles with a sea intervening. With some difficulty he was overtaken and brought back. Another time a careless member of the party nearly burned the house down. There was an occasional encounter with polar bears—no fatalities on either side, but several scares on both. Every diversion twenty-five minds could think of was tried out—and dropped. “Checkers are all the rage now,” wrote Sergeant Brainard, the faithful diarist. “But nothing lasts like long, loud arguments. Today the subject was the relative merits of the fire departments of Chicago and New York.”

Lieutenant Greely delivered lectures and organized a school. Church services were held, usually with a perfect attendance record. A practically perfect score on the sinful side was also reported by the recording secretary of the Anti-Swearing Society, which imposed a penalty of extra duty for each cuss word. After a few of the members had rolled up what amounted to virtual life sentences at the tide gage, the society dissolved. Holidays were determinedly celebrated when the party, irrespective of rank, would gather about the big stove in the enlisted men’s room, try to think up stories that had not been told too often before, pass cups of fragrant rum punch and sing songs of home.

Christmas called for the grandest observance of all. Lamps were cleaned and burnished. The dingy walls were brightened with flags and guidons of the soldier’s old commands at home, presenting, noted Lieutenant Greely, “a gay and lively appearance not unlike army quarters in the Far West on such occasions.” The presents were laid out on the long mess-table—there was no tree because no trees grow in Grinnell Land. A great box of gifts had been brought from the States. Sergeant Rice, one of the specially enlisted men, the photographer of the expedition, acted as Santa Claus and did the job well, not overlooking to insure a good laugh on each of the officers. There were presents for all, and more than one homeless soldier roughened by the rough surface of life—hard-boiled, I believe, was the World War idiom—was touched to tears by a remembrance he had never expected. This was the work of Lieutenant Greely, and it is such little things that give us the measure of Greely. A silent and often a taciturn man, his tender heart and unfailing fairness had won for him the affection and the loyalty of his command under very difficult circumstances.

Birthdays were noticed with a gift of a quart of rum from the general stores, which the celebrant invariably divided among the command. December twenty-first was celebrated—the winter solstice, marking the polar winter midnight when the sun begins its return march. But on the last day of February, when the sun finally reappeared for a few moments the men had almost lost interest in it. It had been gone for one hundred and thirty-seven days and the brief return was no great sight, Sergeant Brainard admits. But the sergeant looked on the cheerful side and called it “the welcome orb, hanging just above the southern horizon, rather dim with the appearance of something about to be born. . . . Arctic explorers,” he added, “have exaggerated the feeling of joy experienced by men for the first time they see the returning sun. Our men were not at all enthusiastic. Ellis muttered that he did not care a damn if he never saw the sun.”

This lethargy did not last and almost immediately the station hummed with activity looking toward the spring work, the preliminaries of which had been started the fall before. Various exploring and map-making parties went out, and there were two “dashes” toward the Pole, one commanded by Doctor Pavy and one by Lieutenant Lockwood. The Lockwood party beat the best record. When the Farthest was attained the lieutenant had with him but two followers, Sergeant Brainard and Eskimo Fred.

Lockwood and Brainard made a team difficult to excel. Second Lieutenant James B. Lockwood was the beau ideal of a young officer. A member of a distinguished military family, steeped in the glamourous traditions of the profession of arms, handsome, chivalrous, intelligent—could one ask for more? He had chafed terribly under the strain of the winter’s inaction and was simply bursting to be off. The sergeant made a perfect work-mate. David L. Brainard was a thorough soldier—a cavalryman of the old-time Regular Army model, and a modest young gentleman on top of it. He was, in literal fact, the schoolboy (from New York State) who, five years before, impulsively decided to join the army and see the world. He had fought Indians in the West and had been wounded in action.
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