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— The Coldest Crucible —
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hen Elisha Kent Kane died on 16 February 1857, he was one of the most celebrated men in America.
He had come to the public’s attention four years earlier when he led an expedition into the Arctic in
pursuit of Sir John Franklin. Kane’s ship Advance became trapped in the ice, preventing him from
returning home as expected the following year. It came as a surprise when Kane appeared in the
summer of 1855, two years after his departure, with most of his crew alive. Newspapers rejoiced
in Kane’s return, chronicling his party’s escape from the high Arctic in small whaleboats and its passage down the
treacherous Greenland coast. After his return, Kane grew progressively weaker from bouts of rheumatic fever.
When he died in Cuba at the age of 37, Americans across the country mourned his loss.

His extraordinary funeral cortége, which took three weeks and passed through six states, offers some measure

of his popularity. After leaving Cuba, the cortege traveled up the Mississippi River before heading East by rail

to Kane’s final resting place in Philadelphia. Along the way, it made dozens of stops for local processions and
memorials. In New Orleans, the mayor and a military company escorted his casket to City Hall, where he lay in
state. In Cincinnati, he was carried through crowded neighborhoods dressed in mourning and draped with banners.
Baltimore greeted Kane with streets thick with “ladies, who numbered thousands in the houses and on the
sidewalks.” Before burial, his body lay in state in Independence Hall in Philadelphia where thousands paid their
respects over three days, including the governor of Pennsylvania, military officers, scientific elites, and members
of Congress. Only Abraham Lincoln’s funeral cortége, which made its way across the country eight years later,
would prove more spectacular.!

Kane's cortege illustrates a central idea of this exhibition:
Axrctic explorers were men of consequence in the 19th century.
They captured the attention of the nation’s scientific and
political elite and shaped the ideas and institutions of
geography at a time when it dominated American science.
Their voyages kindled the fires of Romantic imagination as
settlements overran the American frontier. Arctic explorers
served as the literary muses for generations of writers
including authors such as Washington Irving, Edgar Allen
Poe, Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, Henry David Thoreau,
and Jack London. Painters, too, found inspiration from fur-clad
voyagers. Luminous icebergs and lonely ships fill out the scenes
of James Hamilton, William Bradford, and the most heralded
landscape painter of the era, Frederic Church. Explorers were
also the darlings of the world’s most powerful publishers, who
fell over each other trying to secure rights to their stories.
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Arctic voyages thrilled—and sometimes galled—readers, who read about them in personal narratives, newspapers,
school geographies, family atlases, and dime novels. Millions paid admission to see explorers narrate their journeys
(with noisy retinues of Eskimos and dogs) at public lectures, World’s Fairs, museums, and massive traveling polar
panoramas. Those who managed to miss this deluge still had to weather a blizzard of Arcticana—expedition sheet
music, fabric patterns, silverware, buttons, playing cards, postcards, and cigar bands—that settled into the nation’s
domestic spaces, cluttering the bureaus, mantlepieces, and piano stands of American homes. So while the Arctic
never wore the colors of a U.S. state on 19th-century maps, it became a national landscape nevertheless. Its
glittering hummocks became the setting of American stories. And its bays and capes, like the men who named
them, became words well used in the American vernacular.

Yet it is not merely because explorers enjoyed such popularity then that they should be important to us now. It is
also because their popularity is revealing of the times in which they lived. Middle-class audiences who followed
explorers associated them, both gloriously and notoriously, with the traits of the nation. In doing so, they gave

voice to hopes and fears that seem, at first glance, far removed from the Arctic regions: on the status of the United
States as a civilized nation, on threats to its manly character and racial purity, on the blessings of science, on the
dangers of progress. The Arctic, in other words, presented a faraway stage on which explorers played out dramas
that were unfolding very close to home. What business do these matters have on the decks of icebound ships? They
gave meaning to Arctic voyages. Men believed that Arctic exploration touched on issues so important that they were
willing to die for the chance to say something about them. They were the threads that, for 60 years, held the fabric
of Arctic exploration together.

The Arctic had not always fascinated Americans. At the beginning of the 19th century, the Arctic held little intrinsic
meaning for the United States or its citizens. Slowly, however, news of British expeditions to the far north filtered
into the nation’s cultural consciousness. Idled by the peace that followed the Napoleonic wars, the British Admiralty
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renewed its long search for a
Northwest Passage over the
top of North America. It
seemed, at first glance, to be
a reasonable project to pursue
because a shorter route from
the Atlantic to the Pacific
would reduce the time and
costs associated with voyages
around Cape Horn. This goal
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This did not stop Sir John Barrow, second Secretary of the British Admiralty, from seizing upon Arctic exploration
for other ends. In public he spoke of the benefits of polar exploration “for the advancement of geography, navigation,
and commerce.” Behind the scenes, Barrow conceived of the Arctic as a new theater of war, one in which his ships
battled icebergs and pack ice rather than French ships-of-the-line. In the Arctic, he observed, British officers could
risk their lives for higher, more civilized ends than they did on the fields of Europe. When whalers returned from
the Arctic in 1816 and 1817 reporting that normally ice-choked bays were open, he used the news to launch a series
of expeditions the following year. Thus began a 30-year period of naval and overland exploration that would send
thousands of British men into the Arctic.?

The Franklin Expedition of 1845, the jewel of Barrow’s polar enterprise, set in motion a series of events that created
international interest in the Arctic. After centuries of searching for the Northwest Passage, the Admiralty had high
hopes for Sir John Franklin. He was already a tough veteran of three Arctic expeditions. An overland expedition to
the polar sea had brought Franklin to the edge of starvation and fame back in England as “The Man Who Ate His
Own Boots.” He sailed from England with detailed maps of the Arctic regions, identifying promising routes over the
American continent. His ships, Erebus and Terror, with reinforced hulls and steam-powered propellers, had also
proven themselves in the polar regions. Thus it was surprising when Franklin did not return from the Arctic in
1846 or 1847. In 1848, with still no word, the Admiralty sent a series of expeditions to look for him, focusing on the
northern coast of America and islands off its shores. They found no sign of the expedition. Lack of news deepened
the mystery surrounding the lost expedition and fueled public interest. By 1849 the British press had become fixated
on the Franklin search, and it had prompted wide coverage in American newspapers and magazines as well.”

At the urging of Franklin’s wife and with the backing of wealthy U. S. merchant Henry Grinnell, the United States
joined the Franklin search in 1850, sending two ships, Rescue and Advance, into Lancaster Sound under the
command of Edwin De Haven. There it found British ships already looking for Franklin. While all the vessels lay
together at the mouth of Wellington Channel, a sailor from one of the British ships found three graves on Beechey
Island. The dead men had been members of the Franklin party. Nearby lay the detritus of an extensive camp:
foundation stones for huts, a forge, and a carpenter shop, meat tins, even a pair of cashmere gloves laid on a rock
to dry. Unable to find a written record, the explorers could only make guesses about the camp, the graves, and
Franklin's course.*

Still, the discovery of Franklin’s campsite on Beechey Island gave life to new American plans to explore the Arctic.
In particular, it inspired Elisha Kent Kane (medical officer of the De Haven Expedition) to lead his own expedition
into the Arctic in 1853. Kane did not find any traces of Franklin, but his party’s harrowing escape from the Arctic
made him an overnight celebrity back home. When Kane arrived in New York in October 1855, it was to an
enormous public welcome. “The report spread throughout the City with the rapidity of a scandal in a country town,”
reported the New-York Daily Times, “ . .. newsboys ran along the street with bright visions of front seats in the
Bowery pit for the next week dancing before their eyes, and they shouted loud and long, for they knew they had

an extra that would sell.”®



And sell it did. The story of Kane’s return was soon
wired to other cities up and down the East Coast.

He received high praise in the press, which viewed his
success in surviving two Arctic winters and then leading
an escape from the Arctic in whaleboats as confirmation
of his status as a man of character. Perhaps most
indelible of all was Kane's two-volume Arctic
Explorations, which went through multiple editions
and sold over 150,000 copies over the next decades.

If it served as a source of inspiration for readers, it

also operated as a guidebook for future explorers,

who used it to emulate Kane'’s persona and popular
campaigns in the decades to come.®

Michael F. Robinson
Assistant Professor of History
Hillyer College, University of Hartford
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