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Map 1. West Greenland and the full extent of the ice-floe drift.

maps



P OL A R I Svi

G u l f  o f
B o o t h i a

P
ri

n c
e  

 R
e g

e n
t  

I n
l e

t

A
dm

ir
a l

t y
  

In
l e

t

Pond’s     Bay  

Beechey I .

Elwin Inlet
Crteswel l  Bay

D
undas
H

r.

B
at

ty
 B

ay

Navy Board
Inlet

Wollaston I .

Wolstenholme

Sound

Wolst
enholm

e I  
.

Dalry
mple I .Granvi l le
 Bay

Saunders  I .

Carey Is .

Northumberland I .
Hakluyt  I .

Herbert  I .

C
ap

e 
Y

or
k

C
ape G

arry
Cape

Leopold

Cape Horsburgh

Cape Warrender

Cape Crawford
Cape Liverpool

Cape Byam Mart in

Cape Graham Moore

Cape Athol l

Cape WechmarCape Parry 

Cape
Isabel la

Cape Hay

Cap
e 

Dud
le

y 
Dig

ge
s

C
ri

m
so

n 
C

l i f
fs

Booth Sd.

F u r y

B e a c h

Be l l o
t  S

t r a i t

Murchison
Promontory

Cape

Alexander

Siorapaluk

Port
Bowen

B a f f i n

B a y

K a n e
B a s i n

J o n e s   S o u n d

L a n c a s t e r   S o u n d

B a r r o w  S t r a i t

D E V O N  I S L A N D

B A F F I N  I S L A N D

ELLESMERE

LAND

GRINNELL

LAND

S O M E R S E T
I S L A N D

S
m

i t
h

  
S

o
u

n d

A
R

C
T

I
C

 O
C

E
A

N

0 100km50 7525

Glaciers
G

R
E

E
N

L
A

N
D

 
Map 2. Northwest Greenland and the area of the Arctic’s whaling cruise.
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Foreword

On 10 May 1873 every major newspaper in the United States, and in-
deed around the world, carried a startling telegram, which raised more 
questions than it answered. The coverage in the New York Times reads 
as follows:

Bay Roberts, via St. John’s, N.F.,

May 9, 1873

The steamer Walrus arrived from the seal fishery at the port of 
St. John’s, this morning, bringing news that the steamer Tigress 
had come into Roberts Bay, eighteen miles from here, having 
on board nineteen survivors of Hall’s Arctic Expedition. The 
following are the names of those rescued: H.C. Tyson, assistant 
navigator; Frederick Meyer, meteorologist; John Heron, steward; 
W.C. Kruger, seaman; Fred. Jamka, seaman; Wm. Nindemann, 
seaman; Fred. Anring, seaman; Gustavs C. Linquist, seaman; 
William Jackson, cook; Esquimaux Joe, interpreter; Hannah 
and child, Esquimaux; Hans Christian, of Cane’s (sic) expedi-
tion; Hans Christian’s wife and four children, the youngest only 
eight months old.

This party, which had been landed from the Polaris, were 
driven from her by a gale, which burst her moorings on the 15th 
of October, 1872, in latitude 72° 35’.
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When they last saw the Polaris she was under steam and 
canvas, making for a harbor on the east side of Northumberland 
Island.

She had no more boats left of the six which she brought with 
her from the port of New York. Two were lost in a northern ex-
pedition, two were landed on the ice with Capt. Tyson’s party, 
one was burnt as firewood to make water for the crew, and the 
other is on board the Tigress. 

The Polaris was in command of Capt. Budington, who had thir-
teen of a crew along with him, and a plentiful stock of provisions.

Her bow was somewhat damaged, and it is the opinion of 
the survivors they will be unable to get clear until July, and even 
then, if the ship is unseaworthy, they should have to make new 
boats to effect an escape.

On the 8th of October 1871, in latitude 81°38', longitude 
71°44', Capt. Hall died of apoplexy, and was buried on shore, 
where they erected a wooden cross to mark his grave.

He had recently returned from a northern sledge expedition, 
in which he had attained the latitude of 82°16'. He seemed in his 
usual health, and had called the crew into the cabin to encourage 
them with hopes of the future rewards, when he was suddenly 
struck down and expired, to the great grief of those around, to 
whom he had endeared himself by his kindness and devotion.

In September 1871 the Polaris entered winter quarters, and 
left Aug. 12, 1872. The ice was very heavy and set in a southern 
direction. She was forced south, and so continued drifting till 
Capt. Tyson and party were driven from her.

The sledge party crossed Kane’s Polar Sea, which they pro-
nounced to be a strait about fifteen miles wide. There was an 
appearance of open water to the north.

The rescued party suffered very much during their dreary 
drift from hunger and cold. For the last two months they ate raw 
seal and polar bear as they could get it.

When met by the Tigress they showed evident signs of their 
great sufferings, but during the nine days that they have been 
on board they have improved vastly, and are now in fair health.
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The party is in charge of the United States consul, and will 
arrive in St. John’s on Monday next.

The events of the expedition were so unlikely, and also so complex, 
that it is not surprising that this account, derived by a reporter only at 
second-hand from the survivors of an almost incredible drift on an ice 
floe, from Smith Sound almost to the Strait of Belle Isle, should have 
become somewhat garbled. 

The editor of the New York Times quickly realized this and on the 
following day (11 May) published a follow-up note:

The news which appeared in The Times yesterday of the death of 
Captain Hall, the probable loss of the Polaris, and the breaking 
up of the American Polar expedition, add another to the long 
list of Arctic failures. The story of the little band rescued by the 
Tigress is a strange one, and needs further explanation before 
its statements can be fully understood. We have, however, the 
consolation of knowing that whatever may be the fate of Capt. 
Buddington and his thirteen men, who were last seen on board 
the leaky and drifting Polaris, eighteen people at least are alive.

But even at this stage, before the full details emerged, it was clear that 
this expedition, quite lavishly equipped and dispatched, with great fan-
fare and at considerable government expense, had not only not reached 
its goal, the North Pole, but had somehow disintegrated and that its 
leader had unexpectedly died.

Charles Francis Hall was one of the most unlikely Arctic explorers. 
An engraver and newspaper publisher by trade, resident in Cincinnati, 
Ohio, in the late 1850s he became fascinated by the fate of the missing 
Franklin expedition in the Arctic, and decided to mount his own exped-
ition to search for survivors and/or records of the expedition. Through 
sheer persistence and the cooperation of whaling captains he managed 
to achieve his objective twice, once in 1860–62 (to the Frobisher Bay 
area) and again in 1864–69, to the Repulse Bay/King William Island 
area. Thereafter, however, he changed his focus and decided to make 
an attempt at reaching the North Pole. Through an impressive display 
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of chutzpah he managed to persuade the Senate and the House of Rep-
resentatives to provide an allocation of $50,000, and on 20 July 1870 
received from President Ulysses S. Grant his appointment “to command 
the expedition toward the North Pole, to be organized and sent out pur-
suant to an act of Congress approved July 12, 1870.”1

The expedition’s ship, Polaris, sailed from New London on 3 July 
1871 and, having encountered unusually favourable ice conditions in 
Nares Strait (between northwest Greenland and Ellesmere Island), at-
tained the record high latitude of 82°11'N in the Lincoln Sea on 30 Au-
gust. But thereafter Polaris became beset in the ice and drifted south 
and was forced to go into winter quarters on the Greenland shore of 
Hall Basin on 10 September. By 10 November Hall was dead, having died 
in his bunk on board ship under somewhat suspicious circumstances. 
During the last two weeks of his life he was tended by the expedition’s 
medical officer and chief scientist, Dr. Emil Bessels. Bessels’s version of 
the events leading up to Hall’s death and of the dramatic events which 
followed are published here in English for the first time.

Following the return south of both parties of survivors an official 
Board of Inquiry was held, and the transcript of its hearings was pub-
lished almost immediately in the Annual report of the Secretary of the 
Navy on the operations of the Department for the year 1873.2 Until now 
there has been only one first-hand English account of the Polaris exped-
ition, namely that of the assistant navigator, George Tyson.3 The official 
narrative, almost contemporaneous, was compiled by Rear-Admiral 
C.H. Davis, USN4 and relies quite heavily on Tyson’s account, and on 
the report of the Board of Inquiry. While these two latter sources reveal 
much as to the tensions and interpersonal frictions and even enmities 
on board Polaris, Davis’s account sugar-coats the expedition, and pro-
vides little or no information as to these discordant themes. Emil Bes-
sels’s book, published in German in 1879, also relies quite heavily on 
Tyson’s account, but it too is largely silent as to the schisms and enmities 
which plagued the expedition even from the start, and tells us nothing 
at all about the Board of Inquiry.

A few examples of these interpersonal frictions will suffice. Thus, as 
Blake notes in her introduction to Tyson’s journal, right at the start of 
the expedition problems had already risen: 
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While in Washington previous to sailing, a want of mutual re-
spect was known to exist between Captain Hall and Dr. Bessel 
(sic) and so far was Dr. Bessels’ discourtesy carried, on several 
occasions, that Captain Hall would have been quite justified in 
refusing to take him in his company, and calling for a volunteer 
in his place.5

By the time Polaris had reached St. John’s the situation had clearly de-
teriorated further:

While lying in this pleasant port, a point of discussion arose as 
to the authority of the commander over the Scientific Corps. 
Strong feeling was mutually exhibited, which extended to the 
officers, and even to the crew, among whom was developed an 
unmistakable feeling of special affinity on the score of national 
affiliation. At this point it really appeared as if the foreign el-
ement [the majority of the crew were German] were far more 
in sympathy with each other, as fellow countrymen, than they 
were with furthering the hopes of Captain Hall, and the main 
object of the expedition. However, matters were smoothed over; 
the Scientific Corps were left free to follow their own course, 
and the threatened disruption of the party avoided.6

Concerning this same situation at St. John’s, Tyson himself had written, 
“I see there is not perfect harmony between Captain Hall and the Sci-
entific Corps, nor with some others either. I am afraid things will not 
work well. It is not my business, but I am sorry for Hall; he is fearfully 
embarrassed.”7

Even as early as this in the voyage Hall had occasion to reprimand 
Sidney Budington, the sailing master, for covertly helping himself to 
various food items. At the Board of Inquiry, challenged with this, Bud-
ington admitted his misdemeanour as follows: “Captain Hall had a very 
slight difference with me about some of my—well it was a very careless 
trick in me, and he gave me a reprimand on leaving St. John’s.”8
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Bessels may or may not have been aware of this disagreement; cer-
tainly there is no mention of it in his book. But even when he was directly 
involved in a serious difference of opinion, also early in the expedition, 
he does not report it. Thus when Frederick Meyer, the meteorologist, 
was asked by Hall to be his secretary, especially to keep the expedition 
journal, he refused, arguing that it would interfere with his weather ob-
servations. When Hall insisted, Meyer threatened to leave the ship at 
Disko. Bessels backed him up, also threatening to leave, and with the 
further threat that all eight German members of the crew would also de-
fect. Hall backed down. When the supply ship Congress reached Disko, 
her captain, H.K. Davenport, on learning of this mutinous behaviour, 
threatened to take Meyer back to Washington in irons. Hall, however, 
declined to take advantage of this offer, determined at all costs to avoid 
the total disruption of his expedition which this would almost certainly 
have caused.9 He was fully aware of the anomalous and inconvenient 
situation in which he found himself: while Meyer was on loan from the 
Army, Hall was not a naval officer, and Bessels, of course, was a civilian, 
as were most of the crew. Nevertheless Davenport managed to extract 
from Meyer a signed statement that he would obey Hall’s orders. But 
even after that Hall backed down, countermanding his earlier order that 
Meyers should act as his secretary.

Later, while Hall was on shore, making a preliminary sledge trip, 
suspecting Budington of helping himself to the supply of alcohol Bessels 
had brought for preserving specimens, Bessels set a trap for him and 
caught him red-handed.10 Even though this incident presents Bessels in 
a positive light, as being the aggrieved party, there is no mention of it in 
his book.

These are only a few samples of the numerous schisms and enmi-
ties which developed on board Polaris. As to why he makes no mention 
of them, in situations (as in the penultimate situation just mentioned) 
where he does not appear in a very positive light, one can understand 
why he would not want to publicize it. But in the final case mentioned, 
where he appears in a positive light, one can only assume that it was due 
to his desire to present the entire expedition to his German readers (who 
would not have been exposed to the less glamorous details revealed in 
the American press) in the best possible light.
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On the other hand there is considerable detail in Bessels’s book 
which does not appear elsewhere. For example, he provides much more 
information than in the other accounts on the various Greenland settle-
ments Polaris visited on her way north. His is the only published first-
hand account of the second wintering of part of the ship’s complement 
on shore at Polaris House, near Littleton Island, and of that party’s at-
tempt at travelling south by boat until picked up by the Scottish whaler 
Ravenscraig. The same applies with regard to the cruise of the whaler 
Arctic, after Bessels and his companions transferred to that ship. It will 
probably come as a surprise to many readers that Arctic visited Fury 
Beach on the east coast of Somerset Island; here Bessels provides details 
of the remains of the depot left there by Parry in 1825 and of Somerset 
House where John Ross and his crew wintered in 1832–33. Indeed, Arc-
tic penetrated even farther south into the Gulf of Boothia, and it appears 
that it was not at all an unusual occurrence for British whaling vessels.

But where Bessels’s account differs so conspicuously (and so valu-
ably) from the other published accounts is in the scientific details and 
descriptions inserted into the narrative, including such topics as birds, 
mammals, insects, flora, geology, hydrography (tidal observations, cur-
rents and ice conditions); magnetism and aurora; glaciology and meteor-
ology (including air temperature, wind, barometric pressure, humidity, 
precipitation, cloud cover and solar radiation). And this is in addition to 
the Scientific Appendix, totalling 120 pages, the major headings of which 
will be found in Appendix 2. The information interspersed through the 
text on flora, fauna and geology is particularly valuable in that Volume 2 
of the official Scientific Results,11 which would have covered these topics, 
was never published. It should also be noted that Bessels devotes an 
entire chapter (Chapter 19) to the Inuit. While the information and atti-
tudes are obviously dated, this chapter does provide a useful indication 
of the knowledge about the Inuit in Europe at the time.

While Loomis consulted Bessels’s book in preparing his excellent 
biography of Charles Francis Hall,12 none of the various recent stud-
ies of the expedition, namely those of Parry (2001), Henderson (2001) 
and Nickerson (2002), gives any indication that they had consulted it, or 
even knew that it existed.
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Even although he was a member of an American expedition, Emil 
Bessels’s participation in Hall’s expedition represented an effective step 
in Germany’s contribution to polar science and exploration. That contri-
bution was closely linked to the ideas and aspirations of geographer and 
cartographer August Petermann.13 He first proposed the idea of a pre-
liminary arctic expedition at a meeting of the Versammlung deutscher 
Geographen und Hydrographen (Assembly of German Geographers 
and Hydrographers) in Frankfurt on 23 July 1865.14 To demonstrate that 
he was serious, on 30 July he offered a prize of 1000 to 2000 thaler to 
any German mariner who would undertake a “reconnaissance voyage” 
to the region between Svalbard and Novaya Zemlya (and if possible to 
80°N) to investigate currents and water temperatures. The challenge 
was accepted by Korvettenkapitän Reinhold Werner of the Prussian 
Navy, who even refused the prize offered. He chartered the British iron 
steamer Queen of the Isles (200 tons, 40 hp). Since Werner was unable 
to negotiate leave from the navy, Captain Hegemann took command of 
the vessel in his stead. With an English crew the ship reached Hamburg 
on 30 August 1865 and sailed again next day, now with a mixed German 
and English crew. Unfortunately the ship suffered an engine breakdown, 
which brought it to a halt off Otterndorf in the Elbe estuary, just west of 
Cuxhaven, that same afternoon. There were even rumours of sabotage 
by English members of the crew. The ship was towed back to Hamburg; 
since repairs would take more than a week it was decided to abandon 
the voyage

Although Petermann stubbornly continued to lobby for a German 
arctic expedition, the Austro-Prussian War of 1866 not surprisingly 
diverted attention away from such enterprises. But in 1868 conditions 
were much more favourable and things fell into place in the shape of the 
First German North Pole Expedition. Once it was advertised, financial 
contributions flooded in, including 5000 thaler from König Wilhelm. 
Leader of the expedition was Karl Koldewey, who purchased the exped-
ition’s vessel in Bergen: Grönland—a ketch built only the previous year. 
At a length of 25.8 m, beam 6.00 m, it had a draft of 3.00 m. Koldewey’s 
instructions were to try to reach the east coast of Greenland at about 
75°N and then to follow it north as far as possible, possibly even as far 
as the North Pole. If unsuccessful there he was to head east to Svalbard 
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and to try to find the elusive “Gillis Land” (in fact Kvitøya, located just 
east of Nordaustlandet).15 

Koldewey’s instructions reflected two ideas to which Petermann 
clung obsessively: firstly, the widely held concept of an “open polar sea” 
surrounded by an annular belt of pack ice and, secondly, that Greenland 
extended right across the Arctic to Ostrov Vrangelya (Wrangel Island), 
just off the arctic coast of Chukotka.

Grönland put to sea from Bergen on 24 May 1868 and headed north 
past Jan Mayen. Blocked by ice at about 75°N, Koldewey ran south, 
probing the ice edge, and although the Greenland coast was sighted on 
16 June at about 73°30'N he was unable to reach it and the ship was 
beset for some time. Following instructions, Koldewey headed east to 
and past Sørkapp on Spitsbergen, hoping to reach “Gillis Land.” Blocked 
again by ice, he headed north along the west coast of Spitsbergen and, 
after calling at Bellsund for water and ballast, continued north until 
again blocked by ice at about 80°30'N. Hoping that ice conditions off the 
east coast of Greenland might have improved, he headed back there but 
was again thwarted by ice. Returning to the north coast of Spitsberg-
en, Koldewey ran south through Hinlopenstretet and there managed to 
make some original discoveries; place names such as Wilhelmøya and 
Augustabukta still commemorate that minor success. Finally, pushing 
north from Verlegenhuken, the northern tip of Spitsbergen, Grönland 
reached a latitude of 81°04'N, the highest latitude ever known to have 
been attained by a sailing vessel. By 29 September the expedition was 
back at Bergen. The scientific results, with an emphasis on currents and 
water temperatures, were published the following year.16 

Public reaction to Koldewey’s voyage was very positive, and a sub-
scription campaign to fund a follow-up expedition was very successful. 
Despite Koldewey’s failure to reach the east coast of Greenland, the stat-
ed aims for this second expedition were to attempt to reach that coast 
again, to establish a wintering base, to explore inland and, if possible, 
to again push north toward the North Pole. This would be the Second 
German North Pole Expedition.17 The fact that Fram Strait (between 
Greenland and Svalbard) and Denmark Strait (between Iceland and 
Greenland), i.e., precisely the same waters Petermann considered to 
be the optimal route for attempting to reach the North Pole, represent 
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precisely the main route by which multi-year ice is exported from the 
Arctic Ocean in a constant stream, carried by the East Greenland Cur-
rent, clearly had not yet registered with Petermann. The outcome of his 
plan would be a terrifying ordeal for half the personnel of the expedition.

One ship, Germania, was built especially for the expedition in the 
Tecklenborg yards in Geestemünde, now a suburb of Bremerhaven. Only 
slightly larger than Grönland, it possessed the advantage of a steam en-
gine. A second vessel, Hansa, was to act as a supply vessel. Koldewey 
himself commanded Germania as well as being expedition leader, while 
Captain Paul Hegemann, a whaling captain from Oldenburg, was in 
command of Hansa. The two ships put to sea from Bremerhaven on 15 
June 1869, the intention being that they would stay in company. They 
encountered the first ice on 15 July, and on the 20th at about 74°13'N 
they became separated due to the misreading of a signal hoist

Hansa became beset in the ice and was carried south by the ice-
drift.18 It was crushed and sank on 22 October at 70°52'N; 21°W. Prior 
to this a house had been built on the ice and substantial amounts of 
provisions and equipment (including all the boats) had been salvaged. 
The shipwrecked party drifted steadily south throughout the winter. 
Finally, after a drift of some 1200 n. miles (2222 km) they took to the 
boats on 7 May 1870 and finally reached the Moravian mission station at 
Frederiksdal (now Narsarmijit), just west of Cape Farewell, on 13 June.

Meanwhile, on 5 August Germania dropped anchor in a bay, Ger-
maniahavn, on the southeast coast of Sabine Ø (one of the Pendu-
lum Øer). Unlike the situation with the previous expedition on board 
Grönland, there were three scientists on board Germania: Carl Nico-
lai Jensen Börgen (magnetologist), Ralph Copeland (astronomer) and 
Adolf Pansch (surgeon and zoologist). Also on board, as surveyor and 
mountaineer, was Oberleutnant Julius Payer of the Austrian army, who 
had just spent four summers surveying the mountains of the Ortler 
and Adamello-Presenella mountains of the Eastern Alps. All of them 
now began their studies of the island’s environment. On the 10th the 
ship got underway again, pushing north, but was totally blocked by ice 
at 75°31'N, the highest latitude she would reach. Returning to Germa-
niahavn, shore parties were landed to continue their surveys of Sabine 
Ø while the ship cruised around the nearby islands. By 13 September 
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Germania was back at Germaniahavn, and went into winter quarters. 
But first, in the fall several relatively short man-hauled sledge trips were 
made around Clavering Ø and to Fligely Fjord. In the spring the ma-
jor sledge trip of the expedition was mounted, northward to Dovebugt 
and what is now Danmarkshavn, from where a further penetration was 
made northward into the interior of Germania Land, reaching 77°N. 
Once back at Germaniahavn a further sledge trip was made to Arden-
caple Fjord. Germania got underway again on 1 August, heading south 
along the coast. On 8 August a party climbed a mountain above Cape 
Franklin, and from there spotted the entrance to the spectacular Kejser 
Franz Joseph Fjord, and it was explored by ship over the following week. 
From the ship’s farthest point Payer climbed Payer Tinde. Thereafter 
Germania started for home, reaching Bremerhaven on 11 September.

A particularly interesting discovery made by the expedition was the 
common occurrence of old Inuit dwellings, tent rings and food caches, 
including those at the site where Douglas Clavering had encountered 
a small group of Inuit during his visit to this coast in HMS Griper in 
1823.19 No Inuit were ever seen on this coast thereafter. 

Simultaneously with the first season of the expedition on board 
Germania and Hansa, Bessels was also in the Arctic for the first time.20 
With Petermann acting as intermediary, he headed north on board 
shipowner Albert Rosenthal’s vessel Albert (Captain Hashagen). Albert 
reached Svalbard and pushed north beyond it, reaching 80°14'N, before 
being blocked by ice. As with so many other expeditions, the elusive 
“Gillis Land” was one of the objectives, but the ship was unable to reach 
it due to ice. Albert next tried to reach the coast of Novaya Zemlya, 
but without success. Among Bessels’s achievements was correcting the 
coordinates of the island of Hopen and confirming the penetration of 
the relatively warm waters of the Gulf Stream (or more correctly, its 
continuation, the North Atlantic Drift) far north into the Barents Sea.21

It was on the basis of this arctic voyage that, on Petermann’s rec-
ommendation, Bessels was assigned to the position of chief scientist 
and medical officer on Hall’s expedition, Thus his contribution as an 
arctic scientist represented a legitimate step in the history of German 
polar exploration.
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To Captain Albert Hastings Markham, R.N.1

MY DEAR MARKHAM

While on our retreat from the far North, after the cruise described in 
the following pages, you were the first one deeply interested in the geog-
raphy of the Polar regions whom I had the good fortune to meet.2 Since 
then you have taken an active part in Arctic exploration as commanding 
officer of that gallant little band of sailors who, after struggling against 
obstacles unsurpassed in the record of exploration, attained a higher 
latitude than had ever before been reached.3

Upon this success let me offer my most hearty congratulations. As 
an expression of friendship and high esteem, in remembrance of by-
gone times and pleasant days spent in common scientific pursuits, and 
as a reminder of rough sports in chasing the whale, the polar bear and 
the walrus, as well as of quieter ramblings in two hemispheres, permit 
me to inscribe to you this volume. Accept it as a token of gratitude 
from the shipwrecked waif with whom you kindly shared your berth 
and cabin in the good old ship “Arctic,” which later met the same fate 
as our own “Polaris.”
     Very sincerely yours,

	 	 	 	 	 Emil	Bessels.






