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INTRODUCTION TO THE 2016 EDITION

One hundred years after he returned from the northernmost point on our planet, to little applause and less recognition, the Arctic explorer extraordinaire Matthew Henson was given a long-desired official title and rank by the United States Navy. In 1909, Henson, an African-American, trekked some 500 miles on the Arctic ice by dogsled with Commander Robert E. Peary and four Inuit associates (then called Polar Eskimos)—named Ootah, Egingwah, Seegloo, and Ooqueah—to 90 degrees North latitude—the North Pole. They were most likely the first human beings to stand at the top of the Earth.

Some of Peary’s detractors, particularly those who supported his adversary, Frederick Cook (who falsely claimed to have reached the Pole in 1908), have conjectured that Peary and Henson never quite reached their goal. My colleagues at Harvard and I, however, as well as a group of U.S. Navy admirals in the Navigation Society and others who have analyzed their records and scientific data, are convinced that Peary, Henson, and their Inuit assistants did in fact attain the North Pole as they said.

For years, I waged a struggle to gain proper recognition for Henson’s remarkable achievements. As an explorer and a member of the Explorers Club of New York, I had always considered Henson a great role model and the unsung hero of Arctic exploration. In researching for my book North Pole Legacy, I had the opportunity to interview older members of the Explorers Club, such as Terris Moore and Brad Washburn, who had known Henson personally. They, without reservation, called him one of the greatest Arctic explorers the world has ever known. In 1937, the renowned Danish explorer Peter Freuchen nominated Henson for membership in the then all-white club (Peary had been a member since 1904), arguing that he had been excluded only because of the racial bias of its members. Freuchen told the club’s officers, “In Scandinavia, we do not treat the question of Negro equality as deplorably as you do in America.”

Henson died in New York in 1955, at eighty-eight years old. His funeral at New York’s Abyssinian Baptist Church was attended by more than 1,000 friends and admirers. Over the years, a number of distinguished Americans had attempted to procure what Henson’s wife Lucy had once called “proper and deserved recognition” for this proud black man who was born in Charles County, Maryland, three years after the abolition of slavery, but he died relatively obscure outside the black community.

In 1931, U.S. Navy Admiral Donald B. MacMillan, a native of Massachusetts who had been a member of the 1909 North Pole expedition, asked Congress to create an award for Henson. In a letter to Congress, MacMillan wrote


In consideration of the very valuable work of Matthew A. Henson, assistant to Peary for eighteen years (1891-1909), I would suggest a special medal to be awarded by Congress. Henson went to the Pole with Peary because he was a better man than any man in Peary’s party. In fact, he was of more value to Commander Peary on the Polar Sea than all white men combined. … Race, creed, or color should not stand in the way of recognition.



Henson did not receive recognition from Congress at that time. In fact, one Congressman indicated his unwillingness to “introduce the name of a Negro on the House floor.”

Throughout the 1940s and ’50s, leaders in the African-American community, and some whites such as MacMillan and Admiral Eugene McDonald of the Chicago Geographic Society, continued to seek recognition for Henson’s contributions to Arctic exploration. On April 6, 1954, nearly half a century after he planted an American flag in the icepack at the Pole and the year before his death, Matthew and Lucy Ross Henson were honored with an invitation to the White House, where they were welcomed by President Dwight David Eisenhower.

Decades later, I petitioned the U.S. Navy to grant Henson special recognition for his dedicated service, and recommended that a ship be named in his honor. Finally, with the support of both military and civilian leaders, this recommendation was honored. In 1996, the U.S. Navy invited me to escort Henson’s great-niece, Audrey Mebane, a retired school teacher in Washington, D.C., to Moss Point, Mississippi, to participate in launching the TAGS 63 explorer ship U.S.N.S. Henson. A year later, I traveled on the Henson’s maiden voyage, along with my then-twelve-year-old daughter Philippa.

I spent more than twelve years petitioning the National Geographic Society, particularly the Gilbert Grosvenor family, who own the company, to recognize Henson’s achievements. In 1906, at the direction of the Grosvenor’s, National Geographic had given his commander, Robert Peary, its most prestigious award, the Hubbard Gold Medal, to honor his accomplishments in Arctic exploration. At that time, explorers were recognized for record distances traveled toward the North Pole. When National Geographic told Peary that it also wished to give the Hubbard medal to the person on his expedition who came closest after Peary himself in degrees North latitude to the North Pole, he named Matthew Henson, his “colored assistant.” According to explorer Terris Moore, the heads of National Geographic responded, “No, we mean the other white man who came closest.” The Hubbard Gold Medal was presented to Robert Bartlett, who by his own admission never traveled farther than 87 degrees North latitude, about 125 miles from the Pole, before he was sent back to base camp so that Peary would be the only white man recognized as the first to stand at the top of the planet (and some believe, because Bartlett was Canadian). It wasn’t until 2000, after my string of letters to members of the board of National Geographic, that the organization finally granted Henson his long-overdue Hubbard gold medal.

Fifteen years earlier, in 1986, while exploring Northwest Greenland, I found Henson’s eighty-year-old son Anaukaq, whom he had fathered with an Inuit woman named Ahkatingwaq in 1906. After getting to know Anaukaq and traveling with him on seal hunts, he introduced me to a man he called his “cousin,” Kali Peary, the eighty-year-old half-Inuit son of Robert Peary and a woman named Ahlakaceena. Anaukaq and Kali had been born within days of each other onboard Peary’s ship while it was frozen in the far north Artic ice.

Before I departed the village of Morriussaq that year, both men came to my igloo and said to me that their fathers had abandoned them after discovering the Pole in 1909, and were never seen there again. They said that their last dream in life was to travel to the land of their fathers, to “touch the hand of a relative,” and to see their fathers’ graves.

After much effort, and with the support of many friends in America and Greenland, in 1987 I brought Anaukaq Henson and Kali Peary to the United States on U.S. Air Force planes to meet their American relatives for the first time, and to place wreaths at their fathers’ gravesites. In what was called the “North Pole Family Reunion,” both American-Inuit sons and twelve of their respective children were welcomed to the United States with a message from President Ronald Reagan. At Harvard, at an official dinner hosted in their honor by university President Derek C. Bok. I took Anaukaq Henson and Kali Peary to the Explorers Club in New York City, where they each signed the official guest register to acknowledge their visit and affirm that they were the sons of Matthew Henson and Robert Peary, who were both club members. Henson and Peary probably could never have imagined this occasion in the history of the Explorers Club.

During their historic visit to the United States, Henson and Peary’s Inuit descendants observed that Peary was buried in an impressive monument in Arlington National Cemetery, while Henson was interred in a small, common grave in New York’s Woodlawn Cemetery. When they asked about the disparity in the prominence of the two gravesites, I found it hard to explain the nature of the racial divisions in the United States that let a white man and a black man who had shared a monumental achievement be honored so differently.

In an effort to seek the parity for Henson in death that he did not enjoy in his lifetime, in 1987 I requested and received an order from President Ronald Reagan to remove Matthew Henson’s remains from Woodlawn Cemetery and to reinter them along with those of his wife in Arlington National Cemetery, where he would lie among other American heroes. On April 6, 1988, seventy-nine years after the North Pole discovery, Matthew Henson was reburied at Arlington National Cemetery by presidential order, with full military honors and a fitting monument. Matthew Henson’s ten-year-old great-grandson, Massanguaq, joined me in unveiling a magnificent black granite monument with the gold inscription, “Matthew Alexander Henson, co-discoverer of the North Pole,” and Henson’s face in bas-relief, next to Robert Peary’s large white granite monument.

In 2009, I traveled to the Inuit settlement in Qaanaaq, Northwest Greenland, to commemorate the hundredth anniversary of the North Pole discovery with the descendants of Matthew Henson, Robert Peary, and the Inuit leader Ootah. On April 6 of that year, with the support of Vice Admiral Melvin G. Williams Jr., Commander of the U.S. Navy Second Fleet, and Submarine Commander Michael Brunner, the centennial commemorative case-capsule that had created to honor Henson and Peary’s 1909 discovery was placed on the icepack along with the US flag at 90 degrees North latitude, the precise North Pole, by the crew of the submarine U.S.S. Annapolis.

There was one task remaining. In spite of his efforts and the universal admiration of the explorers who participated in Peary’s expeditions—particularly the Inuit people on whom Peary depended, and with whom Henson paved the way for Peary’s ultimate success—Henson had never been recognized by the U.S. Navy with an appropriate title. So in that same centennial year, I petitioned the Navy to give him a proper military title. I submitted that Henson was a special field assistant to a U.S. Navy Commander conducting military exploration for the United States. Henson and Peary were the first to cross the entire landmass of Northwest Greenland and create a geographic map of the area. During the 1909 expedition, Henson, using up to 9,000 feet of wire, collaborated with Peary in taking depth measurements of the Arctic Sea from the northern tip of Ellesmere Island, Canada, all the way to the North Pole. These measurements were later used by the U.S. Navy and confirmed by United States and Soviet submersibles during the Cold War.

When I received notice from the U.S. Navy that they had honored my request for special recognition of Matthew Henson, I was delighted. I was informed that on June 2, 2009, after deliberation and with the advocacy of Navy officials, and the assistance of its civilian liaison Eric Labat, RD West, the Master Chief Petty Officer of the U.S. Navy, formally appointed Matthew Henson Honorary Command Master Chief. Henson would have been proud of this singular recognition. At long last, he has the title he deserved for his service to the U.S. Navy and the United States of America. This appointment is appreciated by the descendants of Matthew Henson in the United States and in Greenland, as well as his admirers of all races and backgrounds throughout the world.

—S. Allen Counter Jr., D.M.Sc., PhD

Harvard University

Director of The Explorers Club

March 2016


INTRODUCTION TO THE EXPLORERS CLUB EDITION

Why are we interested in Matthew Henson as we enter the centennial year of the great North Pole controversy? The ostensible reason is that Henson served as an essential figure—driver of dogs, translator of Inuktitut, skilled jack-of-all-trades, and a man of exceptional strength, courage, and endurance—during Robert E. Peary’s daring and famous attempts to reach the North Pole culminating in the notable journey of 1909. But skilled and loyal assistants on other polar ventures, however famous the expedition and its leader, are seldom remembered and rarely celebrated. The answer probably lies as much in recent American social history as in the narrow field of polar history. Matthew Henson has served in the popular imagination, not only as standard-bearer for American geographic attainments, as has Peary himself, but also as symbol of bravery and physical prowess by a person of African-American ancestry in the challenging field of polar exploration.

When weighing the achievements of Peary and Henson over six voyages and eighteen years in the Far North, we must always keep in mind the extreme conditions faced by these intrepid venturers. Traveling to Ellesmere Island, the northwest coast of Greenland, and the Arctic Ocean, they encountered ferocious winds and storms, shifting and unstable ice, jagged surfaces, long periods of depressing darkness, and intensely cold temperatures. These impediments affected not only their physical progress but, as happens with all such expeditions, also their judgment and decision making during their six expeditions. Aware of the physical difficulties, we generally avoid arm-chair criticism here and instead celebrate the considerable human achievement of the Peary-Henson collaboration in northern exploration.

The value of Matthew Henson to Peary’s expeditions is well recognized. In an oft-quoted phrase, Peary said of Henson: “I can’t get along without him.” Elaborating, Peary claimed that Henson “can handle a sledge better, and is probably a better dog-driver, than any other man living, except some of the best of the Eskimo hunters themselves.”1. Another member of the famous 1909 expedition, Donald MacMillan, in the 1920 edition of National Geographic described Henson with these words: “He was indispensable to Peary and of more real value than the combined services of all four white men. … With years of experience equal to that of Peary himself, an expert dog driver, a master mechanic, physically strong and most popular with the Eskimos, talking the language like a native, clean, full of grit, he went to the pole with Peary because he was easily the most efficient of all Peary’s assistants.”

Though no one served longer with Peary than Henson, there were other people on Peary’s expeditions who enjoyed more status at the time and were equally brave and resourceful, but are known today only among dedicated enthusiasts of polar history. Yet it is the name of Matthew Henson, who died in 1955 at eighty-eight, that has survived with a reasonable degree of recognition into the twenty-first century among readers of all ages. Among young Americans reading about the discovery of the North Pole, it is quite possible that Matthew Henson’s name is better known than that of the expedition leader, Peary himself. Why is this so?

Controversy, of course, can enhance fame, if not reputation. And Henson was controversial, though more through circumstances than by intent. While Henson’s skills, physical courage, and stamina on the trail were generally recognized, the interpretation of his role on that famous last journey has given rise to much comment and even dispute. The salient point for many has been the matter of race. At the time of Peary’s “conquest” of the North Pole in 1909, questions arose about whether Henson—as a person of African ancestry, whom Peary repeatedly described as a servant—could be and should be accorded at least the moderate recognition that was granted to the Caucasian members of the polar party. Later, when details of the exploit were presented to a curious public, the question arose as to whether it was Peary, the partially disabled organizer and leader of the party, or Henson, the principal sledge driver and effectively Peary’s most constant companion and steadfast assistant, who actually stepped first on that supposedly magical patch of ice that Peary identified as the site of the North Pole.

Henson became further embroiled in controversy when Dr. Frederick A. Cook, who had been with Peary on the Greenland trip of 1891–1892, claimed that he had reached the pole first by a year, thus putting both Peary and Henson out of the running altogether for this signal honor. Henson, respected for his ability to speak Inuktitut, participated in translating the testimony of Eskimos who had traveled with Cook, and Henson’s subsequent comments, or perhaps lack of them, seemed to affirm Peary’s claim of primacy above that of Cook’s. Henson has been criticized both for what he said and what he did not say about the substance of that interview.

Henson was the focus for the race-tinged question of why Peary chose Henson and not the experienced Robert Bartlett, the last white man to be sent back on the final 1909 dash to the pole. Was it, as Peary’s critics charged, so that Peary would have no credible witness to his hoax? Peary gave these reasons for his choice: Henson would not have the skills to lead the return party should Peary have been lost; Henson was the best man for the sledging work beside the Eskimos, who with their “racial inheritance of ice technics” were more necessary to him than any white man; Henson was skillful with dogs and sledges; and Peary wanted to “give Henson some return” for his faithful service.2.

Finally, Henson charged Peary with inexplicably and cruelly shunning him, his longtime traveling companion, from the moment the flag was planted on the “pole,” and all but cutting off contact with him shortly after arriving back in the United States, despite his oft-cited public praise of Henson’s skills and loyalty in earlier years. While shunning may be too strong a word, it is true that Peary was angry with Henson for attempting to cash in on his polar exploits through publications and a lecture tour, though it may be that Henson did not sign the agreements to which the other expedition party members agreed, allowing Peary all rights of publicity. Whatever the truth of the matter, the estrangements fed the controversy. Was the distance caused by Henson’s transgressions of post-expedition etiquette, as Peary noted in personal documents, or by Peary’s own insatiable desire for public recognition as the “First Man to Reach the North Pole”?

What the public mainly remembers today is that Matthew Henson was a person of African ancestry (and more significantly a descendant of free people in the American South) who participated in essential ways in the most famous attempts by an American party to be the first to reach the North Pole. In shorthand fashion, Henson has been credited in print, with language changing over the years, as: the first Negro (or later black man, or African American) to travel to the North Pole; or the first man, at all, to reach the Pole; or the first American to reach the pole; or as one of the first scientists or geographers of his race. The many accounts are quite formulaic, consisting of a tale of rags-to-adventure-to- obscurity-to-overdue-appreciation. All draw the essence of the story from Henson’s own autobiography, the text of which constitutes the major part of this volume.


THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Henson…s own account of his twenty-three years with Peary, published in 1912 as A Negro Explorer at the North Pole,3. has been generally accepted as an accurate representation of that period of time from the author’s perspective, although it departs in several details from Peary’s The North Pole. This work is reproduced here with the title Matthew A. Henson’s Historic Arctic Journey: The Classic Account of One of the World’s Greatest Black Explorers.

The first edition included a foreword by “R. E. Peary” and an introduction by Booker T. Washington, both reproduced in this edition. Henson’s text, which makes up the central part of this volume, is basically a factual account, detailing the daily activity, survival techniques, adventures, and accomplishments of the expedition. Henson describes the various command structures under which he worked without comment or question, and his descriptions constantly reinforce the primary role of Peary as the major force behind all decisions and undertakings. In this work Henson is modest about his own role.

In describing his function on Peary-led expeditions, Henson represents himself simply as a man among other men, each of whom had clearly defined roles. His was that of general assistant, skilled craftsperson, interpreter, and laborer. Others, with more formal education but in most cases less clearly applicable skills, enjoyed a collegiality among themselves to which he had access, but not on fully equal terms. Henson does not dwell upon the reasons for his subordinate position—be they educational background, prior social status, or race. He refers only obliquely to race in his concluding remarks4. with the quotation, “Now is Othello’s occupation gone.” One imagines that this work in its first appearance could have been marketed accurately and simply as a polar adventure by “one who has been there.”

From the beginning, however, Henson’s book was placed in the context of race. The title, of course, with Negro (or, in later editions of 1969 and 1989, black) as initial qualifier to explorer, sends a message to the reader that the novelty lies in the author’s racial identity among pursuers of this romantic activity. Two introductory sections reinforce this emphasis. In the foreword, Robert Peary provides what he seems to intend as a laudatory statement: “The example and experience of Matthew Henson … is only another one of the multiplying illustrations of the fact that race, or color, or bringing-up, or environment, count nothing against a determined heart, if it is backed and aided by intelligence. Henson proved his fitness by long and thorough apprenticeship, and his participation in the final victory which planted the Stars and Stripes at the North Pole … is a distinct credit and feather in the cap of his race.” Drawing from a text Peary had prepared for a dinner honoring Henson sponsored by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909, he further notes, “I congratulate you and your race upon Matthew Henson. … He should be an everlasting example to your young men that these qualities [loyalty, persistence, and endurance] will win whatever object they are directed at.” Peary goes on to say, “Henson, son of the tropics, has proven through years, his ability to stand tropical, temperate, and the fiercest stress of frigid, [sic] climate and exposure.”

The original publisher’s decision to have Booker T. Washington write an introduction reinforces the reader’s impression that Henson’s race is the significant factor of the account, and specifically the novelty of a traveler of African ancestry in the Far North. Washington begins by asking how it came about that “besides the four Esquimos, Matt Henson, a Negro, was the only man to whom was accorded the honor of accompanying [Peary] on the final dash to the goal.” To answer this question, Washington quotes “in substance” from Peary. Here is Washington’s restatement of Peary’s argument: “Matthew Henson, my Negro assistant, has been with me in one capacity or another since my second trip to Nicaragua in 1887 … This position I have given him primarily because of his adaptability and fitness for the work and secondly on account of his loyalty.” These are, of course, attributes of a follower, not a leader. Washington goes on to praise the “faithful service” that made Henson indispensable, and to praise Peary as “not only willing to accept the service but … at the same time generous enough to acknowledge it.” Washington notes that Henson’s story proves “again that courage, fidelity, and ability are honored and rewarded under a black skin as well as under a white.”5. Even at the time of his writing, Washington, then principal of the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute, was under attack for overvaluing the qualities of submission, loyalty, tenacity, and ceaseless effort for people of African ancestry in their quest for a better place in early-twentieth-century American society. He placed Henson’s book in the tradition of the inspirational account of a “faithful servant.”

Henson himself addressed race with equanimity in the book itself: “From the building of the pyramids and the journey to the Cross, to the discovery of the new world and the discovery of the North Pole, the Negro had been the faithful and constant companion of the Caucasian, and I felt all that it was possible for me to feel, that it was I, a lowly member of my race, who had been chosen by fate to represent it, at this, almost the last of the world’s great work.”6.

Though usually described as an “autobiography,” Negro Explorer at the North Pole is almost exclusively an account of Henson’s participation in Peary’s Arctic ventures with emphasis on the final expedition, that of 1909 to the North Pole. Henson’s account attests to the imagination, courage, preparation, ingenuity, strength, and energy demonstrated by almost all in Peary’s party. It does so only indirectly, however, by calmly setting forth the facts of the journeys, illuminating them with telling and lively detail. He rarely uses the hyperbolic language of the contemporary press and other explorers, who favored the terminology of military victory: winning, achieving, accomplishing, and subduing, Henson often praises and rarely criticizes other members of the expedition. A rare exception to his positive tone is found in his description of Frederick A. Cook’s lack of skills in the field. Henson is reticent, however, on his own contributions to the larger goal. Whether this tone of the work indicates Henson’s innate modesty, or his loyalty to Peary, or Peary’s influence of the content of the book, or Henson’s response to the demands of a publisher with an eye to the market, is a question that can probably never be answered.

Some have suggested that the autobiography does not represent Henson’s work at all but was ghostwritten because Henson was effectively illiterate.7. Given the extent of controversy over the matter, one must address the questions of whether Henson could, at a basic level, read and write.

There are strong indications that Henson had good reading skills. Some come from his own statements, such as his crediting Captain Childs with teaching him when he was a cabin boy. There is evidence that he worked on reading and writing also with Dr. Thomas S. Dedrick, Peary’s expedition surgeon, who makes a note to this effect in his diary of 1900.8. As for his general reading, Henson mentions books at several points in the autobiography of 1912 and in Bradley Robinson’s Dark Companion, a work representing Henson’s retrospection as he worked with the author some thirty-five years later. In the last trip, for example, Henson notes that he had in his cabin Dickens’s Bleak House, Kipling’s Barrack Room Ballads, poems of Thomas Hood, the Holy Bible, and Peary’s books Northward Over the Great Ice and Nearest the Pole. According to Pauline Angell, Henson saw the phrase “Matthew A. Henson, my body servant” in Peary’s book and “closed the book with a bang, gave it another with his fist, dropped it on the floor, and kicked it away.”9. In the unsourced account by Angell (to which Henson is credited as contributing), Henson is described as referring to Sairy Gamp in Martin Chuzzlewit, though the reference could have come from hearing the book read aloud and not necessarily from direct reading.10. Additionally, there are numerous references to Henson’s using notes for his post-1909 lecture tour, and there exists a videotape of his reading the first few words from a document during an awards ceremony in his last years.11. Early in his speech, however, Henson was overcome by emotion and ceased his reading.

As for Henson’s technical writing skills, the most convincing evidence consists of five documents handwritten and signed by Henson, now in the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA).12. These show a large, well-formed script, lightly inscribed, with a phonetic approach to spelling. Most were written when Henson had no possible access to help from home. Punctuation is almost entirely absent. Though not adhering to formal English, Henson’s spelling and grammar are consistent in themselves across documents and conform to a regional dialect. An edited transcript of an interview by Lowell Thomas with Matthew Henson, published in 1939, reinforces the impression of Henson’s use of language that one gets from his early, handwritten letters. The language is direct and reads much like spoken English. The writer’s meaning is entirely clear.

By contrast, there are some dedicatory inscriptions and typewritten letters signed by Henson in the MacMillan archives of Bowdoin College and at The Explorer’s Club from a much later period that exhibit a grasp of standard style and grammar.
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