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            This book is dedicated to my Arctic companions: John Murray, who started it all, Saul Aksalook, who made sure we got back, Jon Woods, who captured it on film, and Peter Bate, who directed proceedings.
 
            It was an honour to travel with you.
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            PROLOGUE
 
            Erebus – the Gates of Hell

         
 
         WE DON’T KNOW when it started, or who took the decision, but some time in May 1848 British sailors from HMS Erebus and HMS Terror began butchering and eating their comrades.1 We do not know if they killed the living, picking out the weak, the young and the expendable, or whether they confined their attentions to the dead. But make no mistake they ate their shipmates, not one or two, but forty or fifty. British sailors carefully and deliberately used their knives, vital symbols of their profession, to strip the flesh from men who had been their friends. Their sharp blades left telltale marks on the victims’ bones, marks that have endured to this day. To remove the maximum amount of flesh they cut the bodies into joints, removing the muscle tissue. These men were hungry, and they did not waste anything. They cracked open the larger bones to extract the marrow. In most cases of survival cannibalism the heads and hands are removed and discarded, too human to be eaten. These men were not so squeamish. They took the heads, ripped off the jaw bones and stove in the bases of the skulls to get at the nutritious and easily digested brain. After the heads were done they scavenged for scraps, defleshing the fingers, stripping off every last remnant with the grim efficiency of a meat-recovery machine.
         
 
         How many men were eaten, and how many ate, we will never know. No one was keeping score, and no one lived to tell. This was fortunate; when Inuit hunters reported the story those at home comforted themselves with the illusion that British men could never do such a thing. Even now there are still those who insist it did not happen, but forensic science is a precise art, and the evidence is overwhelming. The Arctic expedition of Captain Sir John Franklin ended in large-scale cannibalism. 
         
 
         Hell is a curious place; it exists in the minds of men and can be reached by a variety of routes. Some of these routes are peculiar and even personal; some, like cannibalism, are almost universal. Eating human flesh is the final taboo among Western societies, one that retains the power to shock even the jaded sensibilities of a postmodern twenty-first-century world, reminding us just how thin is the veneer of civilisation that separates us from primeval savagery.
         
 
         In the Arctic, death can be slow, the human body will endure prolonged periods of cold, shortage of food and vitamins, and even dehydration. Eventually scurvy, muscle wastage, enervation and lassitude create a desperate longing for sleep, rest and release. Mind and body simply shut down – it was, as Captain Scott observed, ‘a painless end’.2 On 5 August 2004 I finally understood what he meant. That summer I travelled across King William Island in the Canadian Arctic, tracing the death march of a doomed expedition from Victory Point to Starvation Cove. The day ended by the beach in Erebus Bay, after a fruitless search for locations and insight. We were just yards from the shoreline, behind a low ridge of shattered limestone slabs. The wind was blowing hard from the NNW, straight down the McClintock Channel, across multi-year polar ice. The ambient temperature was already below zero, the wind chill must have been minus twenty. There was no cover. After pitching the tent I left the others to get the stove alight and went to collect driftwood. A fire would help. There was enough wood, and with the encouragement of a little petrol the logs were soon blazing, but the wind pushed the flames sideways across the beach. There was no warmth to be had here, not even at the fireside. At least it was a cheerful sight amid the cold desolation of a bay named for the very gates of hell, and there was hot food, a pleasant change from the endless routine of chewing frozen energy bars on the move. (In case you need to know, the yoghurt coated bars were the best: they remained slightly moist.)
         
 
         Everyone tried to be positive, but it had been a terrible day, too cold to work, an energy-sapping struggle to find the way ahead. This was an awful place, gloomy, cold and desolate, a cold hell. Nothing could lift the mood that evening. Cold, tired and dirty, I would have given anything to get out, go home, take a shower and get into a clean bed. Instead solace came in the smelly form of half-cured caribou and musk-ox hide, a serious sleeping bag and two sets of long underclothes. Fortunately sleep comes quickly, and with it dreams of home, hot water and four strong walls. I’m not sure how long I could take this sort of travelling, and have no desire to find out. The next morning it was time to get up and strike camp. Jon cooked up something hot, I checked the bikes – oil, petrol and tyres – then we lashed our world to our machines, started our engines and rode off.
         
 
         The Arctic appeared in many guises, at once sublime and loaded with horrific memories. History is about questions, and I came back from King William Island with a journal full of them. Why did apparently sane men keep coming into this wilderness for forty years, and why had the story of Sir John Franklin been so heavily reconstructed? What was the fabled North West Passage they sought, and was it ever open for shipping? How could such a large expedition be lost completely? A second expedition, travelling north on the Russian ice-breaker Kapitan Khlebnikov, and further study of the literature on Arctic exploration only added to the uncertainty. One thing was certain: something terrible had happened.
         

         
            Notes
 
            1 The Oxford English Dictionary (2nd edn, Oxford, 1989) defines Erebus as ‘a place of darkness between earth and Hades’, from the Greek, meaning the primeval darkness springing from chaos, often used to describe the gates of Hell. The Royal Navy had long used this name for bomb vessels, stoutly built, bluff little craft designed to carry two massive mortars, and fire exploding shell into hostile fortresses and cities.
            
 
            2 Captain Scott (to Kathleen Scott), ‘The Last Word. “To my widow … I hope I shall be a good memory”’, The Week, 20 Jan. 2007, pp. 48–9, reporting the opening of an exhibition of Scott letters at the Scott Polar Institute.
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            THE PURSUIT OF SCIENCE
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            The North West Passage – Designs and Delusions

         
 
         THE FRANKLIN DISASTER had its origins in the Peruvian Andes. In 1802 Prussian nobleman Alexander von Humboldt measured the magnetic intensity of the earth at Cajamarca, effectively on the equator; his figures served as a reference point for the next half-century of geomagnetic science.1 Both Humboldt’s expedition to South America and his science had been inspired by Captain James Cook’s voyages to the South Pacific in the 1760s and 1770s. Meeting Georg Forster, scientist on the second Cook voyage, in 1790 connected Humboldt with a world of science, travel and literature that shaped the rest of his life. Soon after they met, Forster took Humboldt to England, where he introduced him to Sir Joseph Banks.2 Banks had sailed on Cook’s first voyage and now ruled British science as president of the Royal Society. It was a fateful meeting, for between them Banks and Humboldt would create and sustain the scientific impulse behind naval exploration from the 1780s to the 1850s. They laid the foundations for Franklin’s final voyage: they determined that men should go the Arctic in pursuit of science, and decided which science had priority.
         
 
         Not that Humboldt was a man for the frozen wastes. Inspired by Forster’s descriptions and South Sea images he encountered in London, Humboldt set his course for the steamy tropics.3 An inveterate observer, Humboldt began to amass geomagnetic data in Europe and shared it with Banks. This work continued on the American expedition that made him a celebrity, a journey recorded with British navigational instruments.4 Yet for all his careful observation, mapping and science Humboldt achieved celebrity status only after climbing the volcanic Mount Chimborazo, Ecuador’s highest summit, in 1802, a feat that would be recalled for decades to come.5 In his attempt to comprehend the deeper meaning of the chain of volcanoes Humboldt laid the foundations of plate tectonics. Shortly after climbing Chimborazo, Humboldt crossed the equator and took his critical magnetic readings, readings that demonstrated magnetic intensity increased with latitude and that were to form the basis of Carl Gauss’s theory of magnetic fields.6
         
 
         Wittingly or otherwise Humboldt used exploration to secure an audience for cutting-edge science – transmitting his experiences, observations, data and images to a breathless public in a monumental series of books.7 The first instalments of his American journey ensured that magnetic observations were an essential element of the first British Arctic mission of the nineteenth century. These observations measured the extent to which the compass needle was deflected from true north by local magnetism – declination. Although the English astronomer Edmund Halley published an Atlantic chart of declination readings early in the eighteenth century it would be another century before the Frenchman Jean-Charles de Borda produced an inclinometer capable of making accurate measurements, to study his theory that declination was not consistent across the globe. Humboldt took Borda’s ideas and one of his instruments to South America. The data he collected required a systematic explanation, which in turn inspired Humboldt to seek magnetic data from many points on the globe. Both data and concept were critical to the rapid development of magnetic science.8 Humboldt kept on observing, and refining his technique. Gradually he persuaded others that his endless vigils in a Berlin back garden, with musical accompaniment provided by Moses Mendelssohn’s brilliant children, produced significant useable results, and that similar work would be profitable. In 1822 Humboldt organised the first international scientific congress in Berlin for the leading figures in European magnetic science.
         
 
         Humboldt’s American expedition took three decades and many volumes to publish. Costly books filled with specially commissioned art, maps, data and theories ruined the author financially. Overwhelmed by the immensity of his experience, Humboldt simply took the established eighteenth-century travel narrative and expanded it to unprecedented scale, with detailed scientific appendices that required separate volumes. The example was not lost on English critic John Barrow, the Quarterly Review contributor chosen to assess Humboldt’s offerings. Not that Barrow was very gracious, rightly observing that Humboldt was a prolix and ill-disciplined author, unable to sustain an argument or a narrative without digressing. 9 That said, Humboldt taught the world to see nature subjectively as well as objectively, to report how it appeared, as well as what could be measured. He combined art and science by providing a theo retical programme for landscape painting.10 Humboldt’s work evoked a sensual response. It was his vision that brought the Arctic to the attention of the Western world, not for the size or temperature of its icebergs, but for their grandeur and beauty.
         
 
         Humboldt and his Cosmos provided an all-embracing scientific explanation of a world in which natural forces were in constant conflict, and each had to be examined in detail. Significantly, Humboldt managed to harmonise his liberal, progressive political views with a fixed physical universe, a package that proved irresistible to the Anglican churchmen and university graduates who led British science down to 1859. It was a global vision that attracted the narrow focused work of specialists: having defined the world Humboldt left his followers to develop his ideas in ever greater sophistication, through endless travel, data gathering, reflection and publication. ‘In the first part of the nineteenth century “Humboldtian Science” was perhaps the most inspirational and comprehensive program for the investigation of nature.’11 Critically it was a programme defined by exploration and data gathering.
         
 
         The North West Passage
 
         Nowhere was the need for a Humboldtian voyage of scientific discovery more obvious than the Arctic. In the sixteenth century English mariners, merchants and explorers sought a sea route north of the American continents. Access to the alluring markets and opportunities of the Indian and Pacific Oceans was barred by Spanish and Portuguese fleets. English merchants tried the Arctic, both to the north-east and the north-west. Their hopes were blasted by ice, storms, mutiny and the lure of gold. In the seventeenth century the decline of Iberian power opened the Indian Ocean to British traders, and interest in the Arctic decreased. For the next two hundred years various haphazard efforts to find a North West Passage proved tragic or farcical.12 Yet after a twenty-two-year hiatus while Britain fought Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, the Arctic mission revived.
         
 
         After Trafalgar the Royal Navy lacked opposition worthy of its skill and power; the heirs of Nelson needed new challenges. They found a new raison d’être attacking piracy, the slave trade and the natural world. The most successful fighting force on earth made war on the Arctic in the interests of ownership, commerce and science. It would be many years before the contest was decided, but the navy had finally found a foe that it could not overcome. After forty years the expeditions stopped – the ice had triumphed.
 
         However, defeat was the last thing anyone expected when the Royal Navy set out for the north. The Arctic quickly became a theatre of the sublime, the awe-inspiring power of the natural world exerting an irresistible appeal on the art and literature of the Romantic age. Although Elizabethan navigators provided first-hand accounts of the Arctic the inner meaning of the desolate, lifeless polar wastes emerged as a cultural force only with Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’. Although set in the Antarctic, Coleridge employed Arctic imagery from whaling voyages, and his contemporaries saw no difference between the two frozen extremities. This potent place made men question God. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein of 1818 employed the Arctic as a theatre for the display of human pride and vanity, the perfect setting for a final scene. These imaginative writings predated the first nineteenth-century expeditions. The voyages of Parry and Franklin gave sensation-starved audiences access to new wonders, described in suitably understated fashion by naval officers who were men of science, not art.13 If Emily Brontë worshipped Edward Parry, she was not alone. Parry’s narrative inspired Caspar David Friedrich’s startling picture ‘The Sea of Ice’. In a scene created entirely from his own imagination the artist represented the very personal grief for the loss of a brother.14 This is how the Arctic was understood: huge, dangerous and empty, a place without life, hope or God. Whatever his intentions, Friedrich encapsulated the Arctic impulse in a single, stark image long before the reality had been recognised, or the darkest truths told. 
         
 
         Narrative accounts of early nineteenth-century Arctic exploration were best-sellers, making heroes of their authors. These voyages flirted with disaster, overwintering in the ice and avoiding catastrophe by the narrowest margins. Yet the providential survival of such expeditions only encouraged more risk taking, by men made overconfident by good fortune.
         
 
         In 1817 there were practical reasons for these missions: territory and trade, the commercial and strategic concerns of the British state. Although the Napoleonic Wars had ended with Britain dominant on the world’s oceans her policy makers saw no occasion for complacency. The challenge of imperial Russia, which emerged after 1815 as Britain’s principal rival in European and Asian affairs, was soon manifest in the polar region. With Arctic lands in Siberia and Alaska, Russia controlled the Bering Strait, threatening to move eastwards and challenge the commercial interest of the Hudson’s Bay Company – the chartered company that harvested the animal pelts of the Canadian Arctic and sub-Arctic. Mapping and charting the Arctic would legitimate British claims.
         
 
         Such immediate concerns were an ideal complement for the possible discovery of a new commercial route and the lure of science. They provided a frisson of danger to prompt the British government, desperate to save money and pay off the massive national debt arising from more than twenty years of war, to fund a major new project. The same issues were at stake around the globe, and John Barrow (1783–1847), permanent secretary to the Board of Admiralty, was heavily involved in their resolution.15
         
 
         As the long-serving human face of a large, amorphous organisation, Barrow is usually credited with a dominant role in British attempts to find a North West Passage in the first half of the nineteenth century. Alongside his official post Barrow was also a councillor of the Royal Society and a founder of the Royal Geographical Society. His passionate belief that a passage existed, his administrative abilities and his official position convinced many that he should lead the project and set the agenda.16 The inevitable consequence was that he is blamed for the Franklin catastrophe. This version of the story has been told many times, without anyone wondering how a permanent civil servant without private means could achieve so much, or why the British state, and British statesmen, were so stupid as to let him to play out his dreams at their expense, and at the cost of many lives. In reality Barrow managed, facilitated and promoted the mission, linking the many disparate agendas of the key players. His prominence in polar literature is a convenient shorthand for more complex processes, and obscures vital elements of the story – a development that began immediately after his death.
         
 
         Setting an agenda
 
         Nowhere is the over-estimation of Barrow’s role more significant than in the field of science. Humboldt’s impact on the ideas and methods of exploration and science, and the impulse he gave to geological and especially magnetic science, is incalculable. Barrow knew his works. As literary director of the Arctic project, Barrow used Humboldt’s publications as the model for quasi-official narratives published by John Murray, the Admiralty printer, but he did not share Humboldt’s scientific interests.
         
 
         Narrative histories have focused on the drama of the search for a North West Passage, the suffering, endurance and resolve of the navigators, but the Arctic mission was a broad church. While the Passage was an obvious and enduring headline, these costly missions had to be funded, despite Treasury opposition, by a cash-strapped post-war Royal Navy. Here the support of non-governmental scientific pressure groups proved critical. If they wanted to take their Humboldtian science into the Arctic to study geology, biology, oceanography, ice, anthropology and above all terrestrial magnetism, they needed to join a naval expedition. Cook’s first Pacific voyage in the 1760s had been primarily one of science and navigation, and so were the Arctic voyages of the early nineteenth century. They employed scientific seamen and travelling scientists to satisfy the curiosity of the world, extend the frontiers of knowledge and secure economic rewards. The attraction of the Arctic for scientists was obvious from the outset. The voyagers spent more time recording data than sailing, their long dark winters occupied with endless observations of terrestrial magnetism, astronomy and meteorological phenomena, taking geological samples while subjecting the flora and fauna to the deadly categorisation of the preserved specimen.
         
 
         When the Arctic mission resumed in 1817, the Royal Society was the only scientific body with the standing to influence ministerial decisions, reflecting the status of its president, botanist, voyager and imperial economic expert Sir Joseph Banks. Under Banks the Royal Society actively supported exploration, the combination of observational science and discovery providing a route to the top of the scientific community for able men. The ideal of an improved understanding of the world propelled many missions and opened the way to new generations with different agendas. The close relationship between the Admiralty and the Royal Society went back to the latter’s founding in the 1660s and increased in the late eighteenth century as science and technology exerted ever greater influence on naval activity. Solving the key navigational problem of longitude had opened the way for further exploration and data collection in ever more inclusive schemes of study. Cook was one of many prominent naval scientists to be awarded the prestigious appellation FRS: Fellow of the Royal Society.
         
 
         However, the Royal Society was far too genteel to function as a public pressure group: Banks preferred to lobby key individuals. In the nineteenth century other scientific societies would emerge to challenge the Royal Society’s primacy. After 1830 the Royal Geographical Society, the Geological Society and the British Association for the Advancement of Science played important roles in the Arctic mission, working with or without the Royal Society. More significantly, new scientific administrators would emerge to assume the mantle of Sir Joseph Banks and achieve something of his eminence. Because the Admiralty was not the only organisation promoting Arctic exploration skilled players of the bureaucratic game could use science to outmanoeuvre opponents in government and the navy.
         
 
         In reality the hard work of Arctic exploration was largely conducted in London. When promoting new voyages, men such as Barrow, with more than one power base, were particularly effective. The assistance of the press and print media was equally important, in the form not just of the odd polemical pamphlet, by this time an outmoded eighteenth-century approach, but the review article, the key opinion-former of the age. It is because he reviewed all the Arctic books in John Murray’s prestigious Tory Quarterly Review, and wrote the standard narratives of the Arctic mission, that John Barrow has been given more credit for their genesis than is his due. Barrow, as permanent secretary, directed Admiralty press relations, providing opportunities to use the media for his own ends. He was also a reliable if pedestrian author and had no qualms about adjusting his argument to suit his audience. Contemporaries recognised his utility, and his limitations. They used him to promote Arctic voyages at the Admiralty and in public. That did not make him the chief architect of Arctic exploration, just the chief spin-doctor.
         
 
         The Admiralty and the Royal Society had co-operated on Arctic missions in the eighteenth century. The 1773 Spitsbergen expedition of Captain Constantine Phipps produced important observations on natural phenomena, from magnetism to meteorology, although the exploration proved less successful. Thereafter war and crisis effectively precluded further naval expeditions, but interest in exploiting natural resources, primarily whales, ensured the subject was not forgotten. Banks visited Iceland, and retained a research interest in the Arctic for the rest of his life. In 1807 he began corresponding with William Scoresby Jr, a Whitby whaling captain and talented amateur scientist. Recognising a unique Arctic resource Banks furthered Scoresby’s education and loaned him essential scientific instruments. Like all professional seamen Scoresby was particularly concerned with magnetic phenomena that affected navigation, deflecting the compass needle from true to magnetic north, an issue ‘so important to our maritime concerns’.17 During the Napoleonic Wars Banks relied on Scoresby’s ability to combine science with a successful career as a whale catcher.18 Knowing more about whales, winds and way-finding paid healthy dividends. His sustained interest in magnetism was equally pragmatic: at high latitudes the compass was unreliable.19
         
 
         In October 1817 Scoresby reported that Baffin Bay was open to navigation, apparently for the first time since the seventeenth century, and that he might resolve the mystery of a North West Passage that season.20 Banks brought Scoresby’s report to the Council of the Royal Society in November, launching nineteenth-century Arctic exploration. The Council urged the Admiralty to send an official voyage to determine if Baffin Bay existed, and to search for a North West Passage. Although the mission was based on Scoresby’s work, when the time came to send an expedition he was sidelined.
         
 
         In his declining years Banks came to rely on the quietly efficient Barrow to manipulate the Council of the Royal Society, and ensure it was filled with suitable councillors. Having risen from a humble background on undoubted talent and a willingness to serve the great, Barrow had no desire to be supplanted in Banks’s favour by a whaler. He used Scoresby’s news to produce an article in the October issue of the Quarterly Review indicating the Admiralty wished to resume the Arctic mission. In all probability Banks had used Barrow to prime the naval pump before sending the official Royal Society letter to Lord Melville, First Lord of the Admiralty, on 20 November. Referring to recent meteorological and glacial changes that Scoresby had observed, and the scientific possibilities they opened, Banks suggested the time had come to
         
 
         
            correct and amend the very defective geography of the Arctic Regions moreespecially on the side of America … and to endeavour to ascertain the practicability of a passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean, along the Northern Coast of America. These objects may be considered as peculiarly interesting to Great Britain, not only from their proximity and the national advantages which they involve but also for the marked attention they called forth and the Discoveries made in consequence thereof in the very early periods of our foreign navigation.21
            

         
 
         Evidently Sir Joseph had been reading the voyage narratives compiled by Elizabethan geographer Richard Hakluyt. Perhaps Barrow had pointed out the relevant passages. However, Banks had other interests in the Arctic, scientific concerns that secured Royal Society support for the mission.22 In part the mission was a fraud; Scoresby already knew that Baffin Bay existed, and did not believe in an economically viable North West Passage.
         
 
         John Barrow did not want Scoresby’s negative views to spoil ‘his’ Arctic mission. An adept player of the power game, he exploited his dual role as Admiralty secretary and Royal Society councillor to sideline them. Scoresby was a commercial seaman, not a naval officer. Rather than giving him command of a vessel, or the post of sailing master, Barrow invited Scoresby to offer his services to the Navy Board, the administrative body that handled naval bureaucracy. This calculated insult excluded the best qualified man from the expedition. Whether Barrow saw Scoresby as a rival for the ear of the elderly Banks, or genuinely believed that the navy should conduct the mission, his conduct was devious.23 Barrow was a man whose hatreds endured to the grave, and his cursory treatment on this and other occasions effectively ended Scoresby’s role in Arctic exploration. He went back to the more profitable business of whaling, but not before publishing the first major book on the Arctic.24 Pioneer Arctic navigators John Ross and Edward Parry acknowledged their debt to Scoresby – and he continued his scientific work, first while at sea, and then as a clergyman.
         
 
         Having unceremoniously dismissed Scoresby, Barrow soon found his agenda threatened by a voice from the past. In December 1817 Rear Admiral James Burney, companion of Cook and historian of Pacific exploration, read a paper at the Royal Society arguing that Asia and America were connected to the north of the Bering Strait. He had sailed in this area on Cook’s third, fatal expedition.25 Appearing just as the government was preparing to send expeditions north to find a navigable sea route across the top of America, the paper caused a minor sensation when a transcript appeared in the popular Gentleman’s Magazine. Burney had real authority, combining local knowledge with expertise on regional history and geography. If he was correct there was no point searching for a North West Passage. Barrow responded with ‘On the Polar Ice and Northern Passages to the Pacific’, an unsigned article in the October issue of the Quarterly Review. (Despite the date, Barrow wrote his article after Burney’s paper had been read in December; the October 1817 issue actually appeared in February 1818.) The effect was start ling; Barrow’s paper added 2,000 copies to the usual sale of 10,000, launching Murray’s long and profitable association with Arctic literature. In the spring of 1818, after Burney’s paper had been published, Barrow produced ‘Burney on Behring’s Strait and the Polar Basin’. Once again sales of the Quarterly rose.26 In a manner that would become familiar to his victims Barrow opened a comprehensive dismissal of Burney with a fulsome if unctuous tribute to his eminence and his ‘orthodoxy’, before citing Cook and implying Burney was senile. In fact Cook’s account supported Burney, something Barrow chose to ignore. His mission was too important to be derailed by a living connection with the heroic age of exploration. Burney spent 1818 compiling his Chronological History of North-Eastern Voyages of Discovery and of the Early Eastern Navigations of the Russians. The book appeared in 1819, too late to influence the first round of Arctic voyages, but Russian ambition would be a key element in sustaining the impulse, adding an alarmist theme to Barrow’s work.
         
 
         After the commercial success of his two lengthy Arctic reviews Murray invited Barrow to write a book.27 In his foreword, dated London, 1 August 1818, Barrow noted that ‘the two expeditions recently fitted out for exploring a northern communication between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans were of a nature to excite public attention’. His aim was to set the record straight by providing a brief history. To disarm critics and disguise his agenda he archly confessed that the work was a quick compilation, with ‘no pretensions to authorship’, providing ‘a general knowledge of what has been and what remains to be accomplished’. This was the Arctic manifesto, a carefully crafted narrative that inexorably led the casual reader to accept the logic of the mission, and the likelihood of success. The chapter on the eighteenth century ended with the Russian voyages.28 Although Barrow claimed this was no more than a discussion of Coxe’s Account of Russian Discoveries, the real object was to preempt Burney and establish the Russians as credible rivals for the Passage.
         
 
         Barrow focused on Russian attempts to navigate between the White Sea and the Pacific, and attributed their failure to the very Russian fault of having hugged the coast. Convinced that an open Polar Sea existed, he argued the ice would be less difficult further from the shore. Russia had suspended voyages of discovery during the French wars, and the first post-war mission was a privately financed attempt to transit the American north from west to east. Lieutenant Kotzebue, another disciple of Humboldt,29 reached 68°n, 160°w around Norton Sound, where he met Inuit who corresponded with Cook’s description. However, Kotzebue’s fantastical descriptions of icebergs and other phenomena did not agree with Cook’s. Favoured with an interview by Kotzebue, Barrow repeated his claims, and praised him for bringing back all but one of his men.30 When discussing the latest British voyages, Barrow took care not to mention Scoresby.31 He was less concerned by the posthumous republication of Daines Barrington’s 1775 pamphlet calling for an approach to the pole via Spitsbergen, which had been anticipated by an Admiralty mission.32 Barrow dismissed Burney with the same coldly efficient hatchet job he had employed to defeat Scoresby. This ensured the Admiralty’s response to the Royal Society was quick and positive. On 8 January 1818 Banks reported to his Council that the Admiralty would send two missions, each with two ships: one would attempt to find the Passage, the other to reach the North Pole by way of Spitsbergen.
         
 
         However, there were other reasons the Admiralty was anxious to send expeditions north, for the entire mission was intimately linked to the navigational needs of the British Empire. An Act of Parliament of 10 June 1818 offered a reward for any ship passing 100°w at a longitude about halfway between Baffin Bay and the Bering Strait.33 This replaced legislation dating back over a century, designed to reward the determination of longitude at sea, and set up a new body to adjudicate claims, effectively deputing the task to the Royal Society.34 In case anyone doubted the importance of navigational science in the dispatch of the first nineteenth-century polar missions the same commissioners who deliberated on navigational improvements would judge the success of Arctic voyages, and oversee the publication of the Nautical Almanac, the vital reference for oceanic navigators. The Astronomer Royal, professors from Oxford and Cambridge and the president of the Royal Society were commissioners ex officio, while the salaries of three paid commissioners and a secretary were covered by the Navy Estimates.
         
 
         While the Royal Society was happy to support the development of navigational science, it had another major project in hand that would benefit from a polar voyage. Following the success of geodesic work by Captain Henry Kater in 1817 the Royal Society was anxious to continue this work in high latitudes.35 In addition it provided advice on other scientific subjects, and sent Captain Edward Sabine, Royal Artillery, on the mission seeking the passage.36 Many of the key Arctic figures of the next thirty years served on the ships that went north in 1818: John and James Clark Ross, Edward Parry, John Franklin, George Back and Sabine. Banks played a key role in selecting these officers. Edward Parry was the son of a scientific friend, John Franklin the legacy of another scientific officer. Banks opened his remarkable London library to the Arctic officers, and they saluted him as ‘the father of the Enterprise’. Parry named his westernmost discovery for Banks, but the old man did not live to learn of that honour.37
         
 
         While the science was a success, the Spitsbergen voyage of David Buchan and John Franklin, like Phipps’s fifty years before, was hampered by thick ice and made no geographical discoveries. Scoresby had seen it all before, and in rather easier ice conditions. The other expedition, led by Danish linguist and ice navigator Captain John Ross, confirmed the existence of Baffin Bay and charted much of the south-western shore, but they went little further. A mountainous mirage persuaded Ross that Lancaster Sound was a dead end, and he turned back. Both expeditions were back in England before the end of 1818. At least Ross had claimed Baffin and Bylot Islands for the Crown.38 Every subsequent expedition would repeat the time-honoured process of landing on terra firma, erecting a flagstaff, delivering a pompous speech in English (just in case the locals wanted to argue), hoisting the Union Jack and firing a salute.
         
 
         The failure to find a North West Passage threatened Barrow’s status and his role as co-ordinator of a global geographical mission. His response was quick and decisive. John Ross was sacrificed to save the mission, replaced by his pliable second, Parry. The deed was easily done because Ross had not consulted Parry over the ‘Croker Mountains’ mirage. Ross compounded his error by publicly criticising Sabine’s performance as a naturalist. This left him open to a devastating riposte.39 He had claimed credit for Sabine’s scientific observations, and if that impropriety were not enough, added insult to the injury by producing them ‘incomplete, imperfect, and printed incorrectly’. Little wonder Sabine became a lifelong ally of Barrow. For a seasoned naval officer and linguist Ross was surprisingly cavalier with facts, credit and money. Many doubted Ross’s honesty, and some his sanity. The mirage added to a long list of failings in a venomous Quarterly Review of Ross’s narrative which never strayed above a tone of harsh mockery, unless it was to express wholly unjustified criticism. Although the article was unsigned, no one doubted Barrow was responsible, or that he was obliged to attack because Ross’s failure was the only argument he could advance that would warrant a second expedition.40 The rival Edinburgh Review was better disposed to Ross, observing that Barrow’s review was dominated by personal feelings on the question of the existence of a passage.
         
 
         That so much heat had been generated by scientific data may explain why Parry’s first mission was more concerned with magnetic science than Ross’s, adopting the magnetic North Pole as a realistic target. Parry, a fine observational scientist, proved more accurate and thorough than the slipshod Ross. The key lesson of 1818 was to avoid giving hostages to fortune, balancing one measure of success – finding the Passage – with magnetic and other scientific objectives ‘likely to prove of almost equal importance’.41 In 1819 Parry quickly sailed through Ross’s ‘Croker Mountains’ and kept heading west. When the sea ice formed in late September, he secured the ships in winter quarters. Sabine then built a magnetic observatory far enough away from the ships to avoid the influence of their iron fittings, and settled down to a long, cold winter of readings, briefly enlivened by a fire that threatened his instruments. The following August the ships were cut out of harbour and pushed west to 113°48’, the westernmost discovery, receiving the name of Banks Island. At this point the ice was too thick for any further progress. This was a dead end for 200-ton wooden sailing vessels, and Parry suggested a route further south might be more successful.42
         
 
         Scoresby’s version
 
         Scoresby’s two-volume study of the Arctic and the whale fishery appeared in 1820. He recognised that the existence of a navigable sea passage between Europe and China was the most contentious geographical problem, and had no doubt that Barrow, whom he took care not to mention by name, was only the latest in a long line of men to deceive themselves into believing in this mirage. ‘It is not a little surprising that, after nearly a hundred different voyages have been undertaken, … all of which have failed, Britain should again revive and attempt the solution to this interesting problem.’43 Having examined the evidence and the region Scoresby concluded that even if a passage ‘really exists, it could never be practicable in one year’; consequently it ‘could never be of any advantage to our commerce with China or India’.44 The main results of such voyages to the west and the east had been the extension of whale and seal fisheries, and the trade of the Hudson’s Bay Company. Rather than pursuing the popular but wholly chimerical North West Passage he advocated voyages to address realistic geographical, commercial and scientific issues, including magnetic variation.45 This advice may be the burden of conversations with Ross and Parry in Banks’s library. After that discussion Scoresby knew that for all their nautical skill and bravery naval officers were inexperienced in ice navigation, and suggested employing Hudson’s Bay Company officers on shore to follow up the work of Alexander Mackenzie and Samuel Hearne, who had traced the course of Canadian rivers to the Arctic coast a generation earlier.46 The key to exploration by sea would be the state of the ice, which fluctuated considerably from year to year. Between 1813 and 1817 the coast of Spitsbergen had been largely open, and in 1817 and 1818 remarkably so. A table of thermometer readings backed up his analysis. In a late addition Scoresby noted that Lieutenant John Franklin had been appointed to command an overland expedition: ‘From this officer’s known zeal and activity, and from the promising character of this mode of making discoveries, the most satisfactory results are to be anticipated.’47
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            John Franklin – Navigator

         
 
         THERE IS SOMETHING about a tragedy wrapped up in a mystery that keeps a good story fresh. A terrible death in the Arctic wastes, given a flesh-chilling frisson of horror by rumours of cannibalism, keeps us coming back. The final, fatal mission of John Franklin has come to define the history of the Arctic, a tale of doomed endeavour endlessly retold for moral improvement, morbid curiosity or the spread of geographical knowledge. The North West Passage opened the Arctic, but it killed Franklin and his men. And at the heart of every Arctic story stands John Franklin. Franklin has been analysed many times: for some he is the ‘pathetic blunderer’ and ‘bungler’ who led his men, like some latter-day Grand Old Duke of York, to their icy doom.1 Others focus on his age and his physical condition – he was fifty-nine, and in modern terms morbidly obese – to argue that he was the wrong man for the job. Even his apologists are content to leave him as the archetypal ‘heroic explorer’, a brave but simple soul, a type beloved by the Victorians.
         
 
         The truth, as ever, is very different. While Franklin has had many biographers, he remains an elusive subject.2 Born on 15 April 1786 in the Lincolnshire village of Spilsby, John was the fifth son and ninth child of Willingham Franklin, local merchant and banker. By the time he reached school age his elder brothers were on their way to impressive careers: Willingham became chief justice at Madras, while James entered the East India Company as a military engineer and played a prominent part in the survey of India. Once he had seen the sea Franklin was determined to join the navy, and eventually overcame parental opposition. Whether he chose the sea from a desire to travel, to escape from the bottom of the family heap, or just from the exuberance of youth is unknown. He had a local role model in Matthew Flinders, a relative by marriage and a close friend of brothers Thomas and Willingham.3 In the autumn of 1800 Franklin joined the Royal Navy, on board the sixty-four-gun battleship HMS Polyphemus.
         
 
         He joined a navy at war, desperately stretched by the demands of a global conflict with France and Spain. While Franklin was coming to terms with his new life, living in the evil-smelling airless bowels of the ship, working on the deck and climbing the rigging, his country faced a crisis. The neutral powers of northern Europe were infuriated by Britain’s aggressive use of naval power against France, especially the use of force to stop their highly profitable abuse of neutral rights to trade through the blockade. In late 1800 Paul I, the mad tsar of Russia, dragooned Sweden, Denmark and Prussia into a coalition to demand concessions. If Britain backed down she would lose the war with France, if she rejected the demands she would face four new enemies. The response was simple: by March 1801 a powerful fleet had assembled, with Lord Nelson as second in command. Nelson chose twelve ships to attack the Danish fleet guarding Copenhagen, including the Polyphemus. On 1 April, a fortnight short of his fifteenth birthday, John Franklin found himself at the terrifying heart of a vicious naval battle. The two fleets fought to the finish. The Danes could not move: they had no sails; the British were equally immobile, held in place by the iron will of their admiral. Many men died that day, smashed to pulp by heavy iron shot or cut to ribbons by jagged oak splinters. After hours of stunning, cacophonous cannonade the Danes accepted an armistice, and Nelson persuaded them to leave the coalition. Copenhagen was a savage baptism of fire, bringing Franklin face to face with the grim reality of his profession at a tender age. Although his ship had been in the thick of the action, he was not among Polyphemus’s thirty casualties.
         
 
         Polyphemus returned to Britain just in time for Franklin to take up a midshipman’s berth on Flinders’s ship, HMS Investigator. They sailed that July to chart the coast of a continent Flinders would christen Australia. Family connections secured Franklin the post, and Flinders, in loco parentis, would report back to Lincolnshire on the progress of his young protégé.
         
 
         There was good reason to report. Franklin had joined the remarkable dynasty of oceanic navigators that began with James Cook. Cook trained Bligh on his final, fatal voyage, while Bligh trained Matthew Flinders on his successful second journey to Tahiti. In turn Flinders would teach Franklin the business of navigation on the first circumnavigation of Australia.
         
 
         Before they left England, Flinders told Franklin’s brother:
 
         
            He is a very fine youth and there is every probability of his doing credit to the Investigator and to himself … after a few months he will be sufficiently of an astronomer to be my right hand man in that way. His attention to his duty has gained him the esteem of the first lieutenant who scarcely knows how to talk enough in his praise.4
            

         
 
         This voyage was the key to Franklin’s character, ambitions and abilities. He left Britain a stunned schoolboy, and returned a proven seaman, raised in the school of Cook. Matthew Flinders was a living link with heroic voyages that had fired the imagination of the Western world. Sir Joseph Banks, Cook’s scientific companion, selected Flinders to combine the coastal survey of the entire continent with a large scientific programme. As commanding officer Flinders was responsible for the education of his midshipmen. He provided rich opportunities for practical and theoretical study, a forcing house of seamanship and science. Franklin was an enthusiastic student.5 He profited from the fact that his captain needed competent deck officers, surveyors and scientific observers when he reached Australia. When Humboldt took his readings in Peru, Franklin was on the south coast of Australia, recording compass deviation, taking astronomical observations and maintaining the critical chronometers. Flinders communicated an enthusiasm for navigation, and Franklin learned ‘everything that we can show him’.6 Four years on a frigate might have made him a skilled handler of ships under sail, and an able tactician, but an unimpressive, leaky merchant ship offered him so much more, not least her suggestive original name: Xenophon. Franklin mastered the key elements of navigation and charting. Patience and thoroughness made him a trustworthy observer, and he had opportunities to demonstrate judgement and leadership.
         
 
         The voyage was a typical mixture of long sea passages of almost interminable boredom, interspersed with periods of frenetic activity ashore and in the surveying boats. Whatever Flinders did, Franklin was close by, and along with his naval lessons received a master class in leadership. By 1804 Franklin was an adept student of navigation, astronomy and the other observational sciences that featured on the voyage. He also picked up Flinders’s obsession with the navigational problems caused by the deviation of the magnetic compass. Flinders demonstrated that the ironwork of the ship was a major culprit, and his findings were published by Banks in the Royal Society journal Philosophical Transactions in 1805.
         
 
         On the Australian coast Franklin also buckled down to the study of French, a decision prompted by the unusual experience of meeting the crew of a French warship during the brief Peace of Amiens and finding that their only common language was Latin. Franklin also worked his way through Flinders’s library, a fine collection of contemporary naval, exploration, cultural and scientific material. Above all he profited from the example of his captain. Shipwrecked on the Barrier Reef, Flinders demonstrated how to lead men in adversity, calmly building camp and salvaging supplies before sailing an open boat back to Sydney for help.
         
 
         After rescuing his men Flinders, anxious to bring his work before the Admiralty, took the first ship home. There was little space on board, so he had to leave most of his officers and men behind. Franklin was fortunate to be among them as Britain and France were once more at war. When he landed on Mauritius, Flinders was arrested by General Decaen, the angry, punctilious French governor, and detained for the better part of a decade without good cause. Not that Franklin was safe. He sailed from Sydney to Canton to take a passage home on an East India ship. French warships were at large in the Indian Ocean looking for prizes, and there were none richer than an East India convoy. Convoy Commodore George Dance was no fool; he knew that his ships could not run or hide, so he prepared for trouble. His fleet of eighteen lumbering merchant Argosies was intercepted in the Banda Strait by five powerful French warships, but Dance was ready. He had prepared his fleet to masquerade as battleships. The deception was almost credible, at a distance – the East Indiamen were big two-decked vessels – but any officer worth his salt would quickly see through the disguise. They were too narrow in the beam, too lightly manned, and armed with pop guns. Undeterred by such obvious flaws in his scheme Dance drilled the convoy to behave like a battle squadron, his naval passengers providing signals expertise. Dance took the initiative, sailing towards Admiral Linois’s squadron and conducting a series of smartly executed naval manoeuvres that bluffed the Frenchman into retreating. While Linois became the laughing stock of the French navy, Franklin, Dance’s signal officer during the encounter, earned a commendation for his ‘zeal and alacrity’. Evidently he had read the naval tactical and signalling material in Flinders’s library with some attention.
         
 
         The day after returning to Britain, Franklin was appointed to HMS Bellerophon, a famous old seventy-four-gun battleship, already distinguished in two great battles: the ‘Glorious First of June’ 1794 and the Nile. After a spell of blockade duty off Brest the Bellerophon was detached to Cadiz, and on 21 October 1805 earned the ultimate battle honour in Lord Collingwood’s division. Once again Franklin was the signals officer, but this time the quarterdeck lived up to its nickname ‘the slaughter pen’. Forty-seven men stood there that day, of whom only seven, including Franklin, avoided death or injury. Many, like Nelson on the Victory, were hit by musket fire from the French ships. Not until the last French marksman was shot down by the Bellerophon’s marines was Franklin safe. Captain John Cooke was not so fortunate: his death placed First Lieutenant William Pryce Cumby in command, securing instant promotion to captain.7 Cumby and Franklin were lifelong friends, but Trafalgar left Franklin stunned and deafened. His hearing never fully recovered, and although impaired hearing was not unusual for a career naval officer, it proved to be a serious handicap when he moved into another profession.
         
 
         With the shattered Bellerophon under repair Franklin moved to another ‘seventy-four’, HMS Bedford. This time his luck ran out. For the next decade he could only inch his way up the promotion ladder, lacking well-placed patrons or the chance to secure promotion by some signal act of personal bravery. Eventually, he was commissioned lieutenant on 11 February 1808, aged twenty-two. Nelson had been a captain at twenty, and so had many of Franklin’s contemporaries. Cruising service off Rio de Janeiro and the River Scheldt provided little opportunity for distinction. With Flinders far away and unable to help him, Franklin was doomed to a slow career. To make matters worse brother Thomas managed to lose the family’s business and most of its savings. Franklin scraped together what he could of his meagre pay to help out.
         
 
         In April 1814 Franklin’s career prospects took a turn for the worse: Napoleon abdicated, peace was restored and the navy would be paid off. There were far more lieutenants than the navy could hope to employ in peacetime, and he had little hope of promotion. It seemed that his career was as good as over when the Bedford joined the Duke of Clarence’s fleet to escort the victorious allied sovereigns to England. Finally, Flinders died on the eve of fame.8 Anxious to catch any opportunity for advancement Franklin wrote to Investigator shipmate botanist Dr Robert Brown, now installed as Banks’s librarian, amanuensis and confidant. From the comfort of Banks’s Soho Square office Brown enquired if Franklin would be interested in a naval expedition, since voyages of discovery were to resume now that peace had returned. If so, Brown would be happy to recommend him.9 Banks added Flinders’s relative to his list of scientific seamen. Franklin was too wise in the ways of officialdom to give an unqualified acceptance. He was interested, but left Brown in no doubt that he would expect promotion in return for years of service and possible loss of health – Flinders had died of renal failure. Having made his terms he stressed his anxiousness to serve on the type of scientific mission that Banks had in mind.
         
 
         For the moment Franklin was fortunate that Britain had other enemies. His luck changed when Bedford was ordered to the West Indies in late 1814, joining the fleet off New Orleans to take part in one of the final battles of the War of 1812. The British planned an amphibious operation to capture the city from the Americans, despite the difficulties posed by impassable terrain, vile weather and even the enemy. Franklin’s character shone amid the ruins of a desperate, ill-starred enterprise. The British planned to cut into the Mississippi river from the east, across Lake Borgne, but the lake was occupied by five American gunboats. The gunboats had to be taken before the troops were landed. Franklin commanded one of the Bedford’s boats in a daring attack on the powerful American craft. Fifty British boats sailed across the lake to a point just beyond range of the American guns, a distance of about two miles. There they anchored, took lunch and rested for an hour. Suitably refreshed, the men rowed into the attack. All five American vessels were taken by boarding, at a cost of seventeen dead and seventy-eight wounded. Franklin displayed exemplary leadership, being the first to board his chosen target, and was slightly wounded in the process. He spent the next nine weeks on detached service with the army, helping to land and sustain the troops as they prepared to attack the city. This was dismal work, perpetually cold and wet. On the day of battle he led a party of seamen assisting General Thornton’s troops to cross the river and attack a key American battery. Thornton’s men, the sailors well to the front, stormed the American position under heavy fire. The operation had been entirely successful, but just as they prepared to turn the captured American guns to enfilade American General Andrew Jackson’s trenches on the left bank they were recalled. The British commander-in-chief General Pakenham had not waited to learn the result of Thornton’s operation, launching a hopeless frontal assault on well-prepared entrenchments on the right bank. Pakenham and many of his men were killed in a one-sided exchange, and once again the navy had to evacuate a demoralised army. Finally, Franklin had made a name for himself; General Lambert, the senior surviving British general, mentioned him in dispatches, and recommended him for promotion. However, the battle had been lost, and with it Franklin’s chance of promotion to commander.10
         
 
         Returning to Britain, the Bedford paid off on 5 July and two days later Franklin was appointed first lieutenant of HMS Forth, captained by Nelson’s nephew Sir William Bolton, serving during Napoleon’s ‘Hundred Days’ and the second Bourbon restoration. Sir William was only a few years older than Franklin, but had been promoted quickly. If Franklin was going to make a career he had many years to catch up on such sons of fortune. His wartime career had not been without honour or merit, but promotion had been painfully slow. Flinders’s imprisonment had cost Franklin dear; his death could have been a disaster. After reading Flinders’s narrative Franklin regretted the book was too dry for the general reader. It would establish Flinders’s ‘character as a good navigator’ but he was disappointed not to be mentioned more favourably.11 His own narratives would be more highly coloured, in the Humboldtian manner, and better received by the popular audience.
         
 
         Although stingy with praise, Flinders bequeathed to Franklin his telescope (that he might see his way ahead), an interest in magnetism and the patronage of fellow Lincolnshire man Sir Joseph Banks. That Banks, Flinders and Franklin were born not five miles apart emphasised Banks’s personal approach to patronage. It was through Banks that Franklin first entered the ice. Flinders taught Franklin another vital lesson when his irascible temper cost him six years’ detention on Mauritius. Franklin would be the very model of calm dignity. Flinders’s name was made by a great voyage and a great narrative; Franklin followed the model and reaped the rewards.
         
 
         While the prospect of promotion may have seemed distant when Franklin paid off in September 1815, he had been thinking about his career options. The First Lord of the Admiralty confirmed in writing that the only hope of promotion lay in service abroad. Once ashore he took the opportunity to pay his respects to Flinders’s widow, visit his family in Lincolnshire and call on Sir Joseph at nearby Revesby Abbey. Banks recommended studies ‘that would better prepare me for the service of any other expedition which might offer’. Never one to miss a hint, Franklin applied himself to mastering marine surveying, ‘as a source of amusement and improvement during the time of my being unemployed, and even when employed I shall hope to have opportunities of practising, what I now learn by theory’.12 The results of his studies would soon be seen on the Arctic chart.
         
 
         Service abroad soon returned to the top of Franklin’s agenda. He was lucky not to be selected for the first post-Napoleonic mission: the 1816 Congo expedition under James Tuckey made some progress upriver, but tropical diseases killed most of the crew. Instead the Arctic became Franklin’s theatre. He was appointed to command the Lincolnshire-built merchant ship Trent.13 By February 1818 Banks was briefing him and expedition leader Captain Buchan on Scoresby’s observations.14 Expectations ran high: their instructions included the delivery of copies of their journals to the governor of Kamchatka, in Russia’s far north-east, before returning home the way they came, securing British territorial claims with an unequivocal demonstration of priority. Many of the leading scientists of the day crowded onto the two ships at Deptford, leaving behind a number of experiments for Buchan and Franklin to conduct. In taking small projects into a new environment, there are obvious parallels with modern space missions. The Arctic gripped the scientific community, from Banks’s expansive vision to the humblest amateur. After twenty years of war the backlog of ideas and projects was immense. Although slightly overawed by the eminence of his new friends, Franklin found himself surprisingly comfortable in this heady environment. 15 He might not have a university pedigree, or the status of a Fellow of the Royal Society, but he had been round the world, made observations, and fought the king’s enemies. He was somebody, and if this venture paid off he could expect to be promoted.
         
 
         After a formal inspection by the Board of Admiralty the two expeditions sailed from the Thames and met at Lerwick in May 1818. Franklin took the opportunity to discuss the magnetic project with fellow voyagers Parry and Sabine, and practise making observations. Despite his experience under Flinders he was anxious to learn. He wrote to Captain Henry Kater Royal Engineers, leader of the Royal Society geodetic project, ‘I wish you could have been of the party, you were such a warm advocate of our cause, and have been so anxious to contribute to our comfort and our success.’ Kater, an expert in the latest geodetic and magnetic research, was well worth cultivating.16 Franklin also wrote a letter to Banks to ensure he was not forgotten whenever a scientific expedition was projected.17 If Franklin’s letters stopped just short of sycophancy, their purpose was to establish him in the expeditionary branch of the Royal Navy through his scientific attainment and attention to detail. He was already looking for patterns in the results, to develop hypotheses and advance scientific understanding.18
         
 
         While the expedition failed to reach Kamchatka, only sighting the coast of Spitsbergen, it inspired Franklin with a passion for Arctic travel. Surrounded by icebergs and driven by storms both ships came close to destruction, but Franklin proved either the more competent or the luckier of the two commanders and HMS Trent escorted Buchan’s Dorothea home. Six months after leaving they were back in London, but unlike Ross’s expedition there was no suggestion they should have done more. While no one would be promoted for a six-month cruise among the icebergs, Franklin knew that science was the key to sustaining his naval career. A prominent place was occupied by compass deviation, a study pioneered by Flinders and one with practical implications for navigators. In addition he had taken great care with the observations that interested Banks, sending details at every opportunity. Above all his magnetic research had linked atmospheric and terrestrial phenomena.19 Little wonder his services were retained – he was exactly what the scientists were looking for: calm, capable, and intellectually sophisticated. In addition he had achieved a degree of popular fame. An Arctic panorama opened in Leicester Square which included a portrait of Franklin. Always a reluctant celebrity, bashful John stayed away for fear of being recognised.
         
 
         Arctic hero
 
         When Barrow renewed his Arctic mandate, Franklin was given command of an overland expedition. In 1819 he travelled to Canada via Hudson’s Bay with midshipmen George Back and Robert Hood and surgeon John Richardson to follow the Coppermine river to the Arctic coast. John Ross’s magnetic results had convinced Barrow and Franklin that Samuel Hearne’s position for the Coppermine delta must be seriously inaccurate, and Barrow had included the land expedition alongside a second Arctic voyage to establish accurate navigational fixes for the river and the coastline as part of the Arctic mission. Franklin was not sent to ‘explore’: indeed, Barrow pointedly recommended him for the command as ‘an officer well skilled in astronomical and geographical science, and in the use of instruments, to ascertain the points above mentioned’.20 His instructions included a significant magnetic element, notably observations for dip, declination and intensity, along with the effect of the aurora borealis on the magnetic needle and other phenomena ‘likely to lead to the future development of its cause, and the laws by which it is governed’.21 The Admiralty hoped he would link up with Parry’s expedition.22
         
 
         As a career naval officer Franklin had neither training for nor experience of overland travel.23 The Colonial Office relied on the Hudson’s Bay and North West Companies to provide essential technical and logistical support. This proved unwise, since the companies were effectively at war over trade and territory. Left to make the best of a bad situation, Franklin knew that he had to carry out his orders to have any hope of future employment. To make matters worse the heavy load of scientific hardware necessary to fix positions and record magnetic data significantly delayed the ‘exploring’ mission.
         
 
         Franklin spent the first winter comfortably in purpose-built accommodation with ample food, taking numerous scientific observations and preparing his base camp for a second winter. In the summer of 1821 the party took canoes down the Coppermine river, propelled by a dozen Canadian voyageurs. They surveyed and recorded the Arctic coast, looking for commercial harbours and Parry’s expedition, surviving storms and heavy seas in fragile river craft.24 Having mapped a considerable section of coast and collected further scientific readings, Franklin fatally delayed his return. The journey back to base was a disaster. Franklin’s journal and his astronomical readings were lost. Starving and exhausted the voyageurs carrying the equipment began to falter as winter set in. With the whole party reduced to eating rock lichen and their untreated leather boots Franklin, like Flinders, divided his party and pressed on to get help. He left the weaker men to follow as best they could while he went ahead with Back and the fittest voyageurs.25 Tragically the local Native American tribe, having agreed to stock the larder, didn’t believe the crazy white men would return, and didn’t waste good food filling the store. When Franklin reached camp, the cupboard was bare. Back set off to find the hunters, but Franklin and the others were too weak to carry on, or to go back for Richardson, Hood, Seaman Hepburn and the remaining voyageurs. Eventually Richardson and Hepburn struggled into camp with a tale of absolute horror. One of the men, half-Iroquois Michel, had killed and eaten at least one of his comrades and then murdered Hood, who had been too sick to continue. Richardson and Hepburn agreed that Michel planned to kill them next, so the doctor shot him.26 Both Englishmen had eaten human flesh, and this, with the death of Hood, was the key to their survival. It is not clear how much cannibalism Richardson and his party indulged in, or if they were even aware of the fact, but their survival depended on adequate food. Back’s return after a heroic journey brought relief to the base camp just as the expedition faced death. Altogether ten voyageurs had died of starvation and hypothermia, some hastened into the next world by hungry comrades.
         
 
         Nursed back to health by the local chief, Franklin returned home in 1822. On this expedition he had much to learn, and he learned quickly. He never made the same mistake twice. But his performance had not been about competence, it had been about leadership, motivating men who believed themselves as good as dead. He inspired them to cross rivers and carry on when common sense told them to lie down and die quietly. He defeated the fatal drift of hypothermia, providing a sensation-starved world with a stunning example of human fortitude.
         
 
         Despite the disasters Franklin added hundreds of miles of coastline to the Arctic chart and produced useful magnetic readings while Richardson collected a wealth of botanical and zoological specimens. 27 Furthermore the expedition narrative, helped by sensational press coverage, was a runaway best-seller, combining exotic frozen wastes, high drama, contact with hitherto unknown Inuit peoples, suffering, murder, a hint of cannibalism and a last-gasp rescue. It was simply too improbable for fiction and provided the navy with an Arctic celebrity. Little wonder the Admiralty secretaries Barrow and Croker were anxious to see it in print.28 The book was cast in the model of Humboldt: high drama and obscenity while searching for knowledge at the edge of the world.29 This ‘powerfully interesting production’ made Franklin famous, widely known as ‘the man who ate his boots’.30 The narrative was an innocent production; Franklin did not reflect on his own culpability for the disasters, and felt no need to obscure the unpalatable.31 He provided potent insights into his experience at the edge of existence, connecting readers with a world of horror hitherto found only in the pages of fiction. Man, mission and manuscript were the toast of the season. Almost unnoticed at the time, and excised from later editions, were seven weighty scientific appendices running to 260 pages. Ninety of those pages were devoted to magnetic phenomena, and links between atmospheric and terrestrial magnetism.32 By reprinting such narratives without their Humboldtian scientific apparatus publishers seriously distorted popular understanding of the objects and achievements of Arctic expeditions.
         
 
         Whatever else had been achieved, Franklin had demonstrated a rare talent for leadership. Soon after returning to England he was contemplating another expedition. Excused any enquiry into the ‘execution’ of Michel, Richardson was happy to go back, but only under Franklin’s leadership.33 Franklin returned a hero, but more significantly he was now a commander, having been promoted in his absence. Once the Admiralty understood the magnitude of his achievement he received a second promotion to post captain. The next promotion, to admiral, depended on seniority. Franklin had caught up with his contemporaries.
         
 
         The celebrity effect did not falter: he was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society on 20 February 1823, backed by a stellar cast comprising Sabine, Francis Beaufort, Charles Babbage, James Hors borough,34 Edward Troughton35 and Robert Brown. His claims were those of ‘a gentleman well versed in various branches of natural philosophy …geographical and hydrographical discoveries, for which this country has long been celebrated and who has evinced his zeal for science by two expeditions to the North Polar regions’.36 Above all he had made a major addition to geomagnetic knowledge, and the possibility of accurate compass correction.37 Franklin spent much of his time moving in the scientific and intellectual circles of the day. His connection with the Royal Society and Royal Institution, which was ‘managed’ by Edward Sabine, allowed him to develop his interest in magnetic science. He would return to the Arctic with a more extensive collection of instruments and experiments, at least one of which was a personal favour for Michael Faraday.38 In 1824 Franklin was a founder member of the Athenaeum Club, ‘for cultivators of science, letter and art’. He kept company with leading statesmen, scientists, explorers and authors, artists and sculptors. Other founders included his future father-in-law John Griffin, Algernon Percy – later the Duke of Northumber land – an old naval friend and Edward Sabine of magnetic fame. At the Athenaeum explorers rubbed shoulders with statesmen and scientists: Lord Aberdeen, Michael Faraday, Hudson Gurney (whose son would be the first man to walk across the North West Passage), John Herschel, Sir Robert Inglis, Captain Henry Kater RA, Captain Philip Parker King RN, Charles Lyell, Captain George Lyon RN, Lord Palmerston, Sir Robert Peel and the engineering brothers John and George Rennie among others.39 Many of these men had their names added to the map of the American Arctic coast, testament to the friendship of John Franklin.
         
 
         Yet Franklin was not content with his fame, and found unemployment hard to bear. His main comfort came from the same direct and unwavering faith that had sustained him in battle, shipwreck and the Arctic wastes:
         
 
         
            the reliance which every one ought to feel on the Almighty and more especially those who undertake services of great hazard and peril. It should surely be their endeavour to seek his heavenly support, guidance and protection by constant fervent prayer, and by the steady use of his appointed means.

         
 
         Faith and work gave him constant strength.
 
         Amid the hectic social round of 1823 Franklin found time to marry Eleanor Porden, a bright, determined young poet and daughter of a leading architect. The marriage revealed the intellectual aspects of Franklin, while his hitherto single-minded evangelical Christianity was tempered by his wife’s determination to continue writing. On 3 June 1824 their daughter, also Eleanor, was born. It seemed he had it all: fame, career, wife and family; but the Arctic had bitten deep into John Franklin’s soul and he would not give up his mission half finished. That was not the naval way. Flinders had charted the whole coast of Australia and Franklin was not going to leave any blanks on the map. It was fortunate that his anxiety for further service coincided with a renewed phase of Anglo-Russian tension. He was soon planning a three-pronged assault on the Arctic and preparing to return to the Canadian north.
         
 
         Russia
 
         The primary impulse for further Arctic exploration in the mid-1820s was the fear of Russian encroachment from their base in Alaska. Trade and Empire in Arctic America, both of which had been subcontracted to the Hudson’s Bay Company since the seventeenth century, were at risk. Well aware that Russia had been identified as Britain’s main security concern after Waterloo, Barrow had exploited the threat from the outset while Parry and Franklin were quick to play on his fears to promote their second expeditions.40 After Kotzebue’s voyage the fur trade inside the Bering Strait had been pioneered by American merchants.41 Suitably alarmed, a Russian imperial decree of 28 September 1821 claimed exclusive use of the Arctic seas on the Siberian and Alaskan coasts far beyond their current occupation, or their charts. Foreign Secretary Lord Castlereagh rejected claims of exclusive sovereignty or navigation, with support from the leading British international lawyer.42 It was important to tell the Russians that the British government would never concede their claims, but diplomatic procedure could be slow. It would be quicker and more certain to send an expedition to take physical possession, reduce the coast to a chart and own the ground. By producing a map and, if necessary, burying some Englishmen in the corner of a forgotten field Russian claims would be disproved. The primary importance of the publication of Arctic narratives, and those of other exploring missions, lay in demonstrating to the world that the results were British. This ‘Imperial Exploration’ carried the strongest possible claim to title, short of an international treaty. Accurate maps marked the ground, and enabled others to check the results. This imperative explains why the British translated otherwise obscure Russian voyage narratives: they wanted to check Russian claims. That the otherwise secretive Russians were publishing their narratives was proof positive that publication served a purpose beyond the transmission of scientific or even geographical knowledge. Reviews of these narratives, usually published in German, enabled the British to check the Muscovite version and prepare a British response.
         
 
         Both Russians and British used the Humboldtian model. The base travel narrative and maps demonstrated that the journey had been made. Scientific appendices, often in separate volumes, conveyed a different kind of ownership. They proved that the travellers had reduced the local world to taxonomic order, naming not just mountains and rivers but animals, birds, minerals and atmospheric phenomena. If this were not enough, all significant exploration texts were given far wider publication through the Reviews, in pared-down twenty- to forty-page versions. John Murray, the Admiralty printer, retained a stranglehold over Arctic and other ‘official’ voyage narratives, notably that of Charles Darwin, for the rest of Barrow’s life. Barrow provided editorial support, and ensured the final product supported official policy. It helped that the Arctic was a popular subject, adding thousands to Murray’s sales.43
         
 
         In 1823 the Russian card proved a winner. Barrow used Franklin’s argument that a new mission would secure ‘the naval character and commercial interests of Britain’ to obtain Colonial Office support for a second overland expedition.44 At the same time Parry, who had suggested seeking a passage further south after his first voyage, would link up with the chart of Franklin’s first land expedition at the most easterly point he reached on the Arctic coast, the aptly named Point Turnagain. Franklin would return to the Canadian Arctic coast, extend his charting west and link up with Frederick Beechey in HMS Blossom coming eastward through the Bering Strait. If the three expeditions met, the North West Passage would be completed in a season, neatly establishing British primacy in the frozen north and precluding further Russian expansion. Barrow developed Franklin and Parry’s original concept, securing support from the Colonial Office and the Hudson’s Bay Company. This required a commitment to serve the Company’s commercial interests. Franklin sold the mission to George Simpson, governor of the Company’s Northwest Territories, by promising to secure rich fur lands from potential Russian interlopers. Little wonder the Company proved helpful.45
         
 
         The second expedition
 
         Although Franklin planned a second land expedition he was anxious to command the exploring ships if Parry decided not to go.46 His objects were to chart the coast and reach Icy Cape, a known eastern terminus for the Bering Strait route, to block the encroachment of Russian fur traders, and gather scientific data in the process.47 He had proved an adept player of the politics of exploration, twisting the Russian threat, the scientific impulse and pure geographical curiosity with as much skill as he used to flatter the aspirations of the Hudson’s Bay Company. While preparing for the second expedition, Franklin attended a lecture course at the Geological Society which addressed the revolutionary ideas of Charles Lyell, the geological concepts that inspired Darwin’s theory of evolution. He ordered the full establishment of scientific equipment for his expedition, not least magnetic needles and circles.
         
 
         Tragically his last months in England were clouded by the knowledge that his wife was dying of tuberculosis. She would not hear of him abandoning his quest; after all she had married a polar explorer for better or worse, and she knew just what it meant to him. Somehow Eleanor kept herself alive to see him off, and even put on a show of recovery. She died five days after he sailed and was carried to the grave by his friends Beaufort, Buchan, Lyon and Beechey.48 On 22 February 1825 John Franklin became a widower after only twenty-two months of marriage. It was perhaps fortunate that the news reached him as he prepared to set off into the wilderness: it was too late to turn back; he could bury his grief in his work. The second mission profited from the bitter experience of the first. It was essentially incident-free, with ample time for science. In 1826 Franklin travelled down the Mackenzie river to the Arctic Ocean, and then along the coast to the west. The plan was to reach Icy Cape and rendezvous with Beechey.
         
 
         On this second land expedition Franklin matured as a scientist. Shut up in base camp through the long, dark winter of 1825–6 he had the opportunity to reflect on his magnetic and atmospheric readings. By the spring he could see significant correlations between these phenomena: ‘It would appear that there are many Laws and effects of Magnetism to be developed. Our observations lead us to suppose that the motions of the needle often depend on Atmospheric changes – on three occasions for instance, an Easterly Gale has produced an increase of variation.’49 The instructions he produced for the magnetic, astronomical and meteorological experiments of the expedition reveal a man thoroughly versed in the latest magnetic research, and well aware of the interconnection between phenomena in areas hitherto considered quite distinct.50 He also provided an extensive collection of rock samples, complete with a Humboldtian analysis of their formation.51
         
 
         This time Franklin knew what to do, what to take, and whom to trust. Much was achieved, although the three voyages did not meet. Once again Franklin provided a master class in navigational skill, science and leadership. Along the way he named coastal features for his friends, his heroes and those who might be flattered. Among the first was Point Sabine. Once again human nature caused a crisis. The expedition encountered a large tribal group of Inuit, and when their boat grounded, the Inuit began to plunder it with the avidity of a people who had never seen a European, but had traded for Russian goods. In part the violence reflected the threat that new traders posed to established networks.52 Most officers would have opened fire, trusting to their weapons, but Franklin ordered his men to use nothing more than their own strength to secure the stores and equipment that were vital to their survival. Back was able to refloat his boat and ordered his men to level their muskets. This disconcerted the Inuit and gave Franklin the chance to pull off the beach. When the Inuit rushed to their kayaks to pursue him, Franklin had his interpreter warn them off. Franklin’s calm, judicious and thoughtful conduct saved the expedition: if anyone had fired a gun they would all have died. It was typical of Franklin to think before acting, to avoid loss of life and defer the use of violence until all other options had been exhausted. At the cost of a few non-essential items and some bruises the expedition was able to continue unmolested.
         
 
         Turning for home
 
         Franklin would face a far graver challenge than Inuit pilfering before the summer was out. By 18 August 1826 he had pushed 374 miles west from the delta of the Mackenzie river, where he took the hardest decision of his career. Well aware that he stood no chance of making the Icy Cape rendezvous with Beechey in Blossom at the assigned time, in part due to delays caused by fog, and unwilling to risk another winter journey, he turned back. In the event Blossom’s sailing master had taken a boat far beyond the Icy Cape rendezvous. 53 Even so, the two expeditions were still 146 miles apart, outside the time frame set for the meeting and had no means of communicating. Franklin could not rely on Beechey reaching the rendezvous, and would not expect him to wait if he did. A man who went to the Arctic seeking glory would have pushed on, but Franklin knew the price of failure. He never forgot the appalling events of 1821. He abandoned his dreams in order to save his men, and never regretted the choice. His decision reflected the highest moral courage, demonstrating that Franklin was a careful commander, not one to take unwarranted risks. This time he brought all his men back, and was devastated when two of them died on the ‘easy’ journey home from base camp. He had done his best, ‘but the Almighty has shown that human hopes are vain, and we should praise him that his will has spared so many lives, through such an accumulation of perils’.54
         
 
         Ultimately it was his leadership that inspired John Richardson, who had been with him when they faced certain death, to compose a eulogy:
 
         
            However high his brother officers may rate his courage and talents, either in the ordinary line of his professional duty or in the field of discovery, the hold he acquires upon the affections of those under his command by a continued series of the most conciliatory attentions to their feelings and a uniform and unremitting regard to their best interests is not less conspicuous.55
            

         
 
         If other men equalled Franklin as a navigator none could match his leadership, or his power to inspire. Franklin trained, encouraged and rewarded his followers. During the second land expedition he took Edward Kendall under his wing, developed his observational skills and pushed his career at the Admiralty.56 Once Kendall had been commissioned, Franklin persuaded his friend Henry Foster to take him on another scientific mission,57 and when Kendall fell out with Foster, did all he could to sustain his career, an anxiety increased by the fact that Kendall married Franklin’s niece Mary Kay in 1832.
         
 
         By the time he returned to base camp in 1826 Franklin was convinced the North West Passage existed. He reached London with Richardson on 29 September 1827. Finding no one at the Colonial Office they went to the Admiralty, met the Lord High Admiral’s Council, headed by Admiral Sir George Cockburn, and spent two hours explaining their mission to the Lord High Admiral, William, Duke of Clarence.58 In the process Franklin secured a new patron. The Colonial Office ordered him to publish his narrative, much to Barrow’s delight.59 The second narrative was a less innocent production than the first. Franklin consciously improved the style, focusing on drama and spectacle at the expense of science and navigation. Having presented an official report he was free to address another audience, the public who had bought four editions of his first book. This expedition had been too successful, lacking the danger and drama of the first. It sold only a single edition.60
         
 
         Although the three expeditions had not met they achieved their wider territorial and scientific missions. By late 1827 the possibility of further Arctic exploration, with or without scientific agendas, was waning. Improved relations with Russia and the settlement of Russian claims to Alaska deprived Barrow and the explorers of an obvious enemy. New foreign secretary George Canning had secured access to the Bering Strait for British whalers, kept the Russians west of the Rocky Mountains and established the Mackenzie river delta as exclusively British.61
         
 
         Inevitably further honours were bestowed: Franklin was knighted alongside Parry in 1829 and received an honorary degree from the University of Oxford. Franklin was quick to re-enter the social circle of his scientific colleagues, notably his ‘dear friend’, geologist Roderick Murchison.62However, there were more pressing issues than science. Franklin had an infant daughter to bring up. He needed a partner and chose Jane Griffin, a friend of his late wife. A petite woman without any pretension to glamour, Jane was intelligent, widely travelled and ferociously independent.63 Her father, a successful lawyer, had his name installed on the Arctic chart during Franklin’s second mission. Already a mature woman, Jane had rejected other suitors. So what did she see in Franklin? In essence he had become a romantic hero, a cultural icon, and it was perhaps this image that she married. The real Franklin was a curious compound of elevated religious zeal and personal integrity dedicated to the pursuit of naval service, exploration and scientific work as divinely ordained duties. His manner was described as calm, dignified yet resolute. Franklin’s physique always surprised those who knew him only by reputation: he was below middling height, certainly no more than 5' 6", and very stout. In 1830 he weighed fifteen stone, which would be considered morbidly obese today. In a contemporary version of the jibe ‘Who ate all the pies?’ one Tasmanian correspondent was convinced he put away a whole sheep at a sitting!64In June 1828 the Lord High Admiral invited Franklin to plan a mission to complete the Passage. He advised crossing the land to the west of Repulse Bay and then dividing the party into two, one to head west to Point Turnagain as in 1821, the other heading north to find Parry’s Fury and Hecla Strait. Franklin also advised sending a party by canoe and boat down the Great Fish river to link up with the Repulse Bay party. When the region was finally surveyed, years later, the second route proved impassable. This time it was not tested, for the plan was rejected the next day. Anything on such an extended scale was impossible under existing economic and political conditions. Whatever his private opinions Clarence was rapidly losing his grip on the Admiralty, because the Duke of Wellington’s government wanted to control the expenditure and patronage of this powerful department. Franklin’s proposal made it clear that the North West Passage would be achieved only when the sea route had actually been navigated.65
         
  
         As Dr John Richardson concluded:
 
         
            The search after the passage has employed three centuries but now that it may be considered as completed the discovery will I suppose be committed like Juliet to the tomb of the Capulets, unless something more powerful than steam can render it available for the purposes of mercantile gain.66
            

         
 
         This opinion was almost universal after Franklin and Parry’s second expeditions. Scoresby had been right: a North West Passage might exist, but it was economically useless. Without the threat of Russian activity there was no pressing need for another naval mission while the Admiralty budget was coming under increasing pressure from economic reformers. In 1830 one of those reformers, Sir James Graham, became First Lord of the Admiralty, paring the estimates to the bone to fund the political programme of the new Whig ministry. Scientific expeditions, in any quarter, were at a discount count while political crises across Europe meant there were never enough warships to meet the demands of the Foreign Office. In 1831 Franklin and Beechey planned a mission to rescue John Ross from the North West Passage, and complete the Arctic chart. Once again rigid economy blocked their way more surely than pack ice.67 The First Lord of the Admiralty preferred to obtain scientific kudos by offering astronomer John Herschel a free passage to the Cape, a cheap gesture that would annex Herschel’s science to imperial interests. 68 Little wonder Franklin rejoined the mainstream naval service.69
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            Another Career

         
 
         WITH NO PROSPECT of an early return to the Arctic, Franklin travelled to Russia, where he was received as an honoured personal guest by Tsar Nicholas I and met the leading Russian geographers and navigators, including Kotzebue and Admiral Krusenstern. Back in England he celebrated Trafalgar Day with Cumby under the Bellerophon’s famous flag, listening to the Reverend Alexander Scott’s Nelson anecdotes. Nelson’s courage, self-sacrifice, reliance on God and anxiety to earn his rewards provided a potent example for naval men, especially Trafalgar veterans. In 1829 the Australian Company offered Franklin £2,000 a year to manage their estates in New South Wales. Anxious not to lose touch with his profession, or the possibility of another Arctic mission, he declined. Parry was quick to accept the offer that Franklin had declined, but as Jane Franklin was equally quick to point out, he was not quite a gentleman. Franklin wanted to serve the state, not a company of land speculators.
         
 
         Franklin and Jane were married on 5 November 1828. Jane became his professional and personal conscience, recognising his anxiety for service and his preference for Arctic exploration. Having married the romantic hero who ate his boots she had a vested interest in sustaining his fame. Jane was quick to judge the merits of other Arctic explorers, and did not scruple to apply a spur to her husband, describing their married life before he received orders for sea as a ‘career of vanity, trifling and idleness’.1 Life would not provide much peace for Franklin; pricked by his religious conscience and spurred into action by Jane he was condemned to perpetual motion if not to increase his fame, then certainly to sustain it. Fortunately he took some pleasure in the fact that he had finally arrived.2 Now he could escape the shadow of his older brothers, criticising James Franklin for an untimely visit to England that cost him a lucrative post and threatened his retirement. In addition James’s marriage was a disaster, hardly improved by the belated birth of a daughter. His own marriage was altogether more soundly based:
         
 
         
            My dear Jane and I have the best foundation for the assurance that we shall live together in the full enjoyment of every earthly blessing. Similar in taste, feelings and affection, no separate desire exists. Blessed with numerous friends, and with a competency for the supply of every moderate desire, blessed too with our dear child … we may with the blessing of God justly look forward to substantial comfort & happiness.
            

         
 
         The ‘competency’ was largely Jane’s, the rest had been Eleanor’s and destined for their daughter. The Franklins took their honeymoon in Paris, where the Geographical Society presented him with a gold medal ‘worth about 40 guineas’, and elected him a corresponding member. Among ‘the leading men of science and literature’ Humboldt’s friend François Arago invited him to breakfast at the Paris Observatory.3 Unlike brother James he did not return home a Francophile (few naval officers made such a terrible mistake).4 Recognising the dangers of celebrity Franklin struggled to retain his integrity. He revealed something of the tension to his sister Henrietta: ‘I hope and earnestly pray that where so many Honours are pouring in upon me I may be humble, and that they may only seem, as they ought to be, an additional stimulant to me in my professional career.’5
         
 
         Franklin’s scientific interests frequently took him to the Royal Society, the Royal Institution, and the Royal Geological Society, of which he became a fellow in 1829 and a councillor in 1830.6 He was also instrumental in founding the Geographical Society, soon to receive William IV’s royal patronage, serving as vice-president. Socially, the Franklins were very much part of the scientific community: Murchison, Sabine, Faraday, Beaufort and Buckland were frequent visitors.7 In May 1829 he dined at Babbage’s as part of a Royal Society Committee deputed to report on the famous calculating engine. This was no mechanical curiosity, having been conceived to ensure the accurate calculation and printing of the Nautical Almanac.8 Although Franklin hoped the government would renew the Arctic mission, John Ross, funded by gin distiller Felix Booth, made the next polar voyage. Ross set off on 23 May 1829 and Franklin was among the last to shake his hand.9
         
 
         At sea again
 
         By 1830 Captain Sir John Franklin had turned his lacklustre naval career into a success story. Further promotion would have to wait on the numbingly slow procession of elderly officers shuffling off their mortal coil. With no system of retirement for age Franklin finally became an admiral in 1852. There remained another way forward: distinguished service could secure choice rewards, plum naval postings, civil service or perhaps a spell as aide de camp to the new king, former naval officer William IV. But did Franklin possess any talent in the regular line of his profession? Was he any use as a naval officer? His war record was mixed, opportunities to demonstrate skill and courage interspersed with the inevitable longueurs of blockade duty. However, polar fame earned him an interview with First Naval Lord Admiral Sir George Cockburn, who promised to put his name before the First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Melville.
         
 
         On 23 August 1830 Franklin was ordered to the twenty-eight-gun ship-rigged sloop HMS Rainbow for service in the Mediterranean, the station of ‘ambition with the men of rank and influence’, and an interesting region packed with history and culture. 10 The 500-ton Rainbow was one a large class of new ships that would feature in campaigns and exploration for half a century. Her sisters included the Rattlesnake and the Herald, which saw distinguished service in the Pacific, while the appropriately named North Star became an Arctic depot ship.11 Too small for the battle fleet, these ships were ideal for detached service. Many deployed to the Mediterranean between 1827 and 1834 as the chaos and instability surrounding the foundation of a Greek state forced the British government to spread naval power across a wide arc of the Aegean and Ionian seas.
         
 
         The Rainbow sailed from Portsmouth in November 1830; four days later the Duke of Wellington’s government was defeated in a general election, ending three decades of Tory rule. This was only the latest in a series of shocks and surprises to disturb the European political landscape that year, headed by revolutions in France and Belgium. However, such matters were of limited interest to a new captain anxious to get his ship into prime condition before he arrived on station, to ensure he made a good impression on his commander-in-chief. Despite packing a crew of 175 men into such a small vessel Franklin quickly proved that he could inspire regular Jack Tars with the same brand of care and consideration that had persuaded Richardson, Kendall and Hepburn to follow him to the gates of Hell. Franklin delighted in his new authority, while officers and men responded to his leadership, his faith and the fact that he was far too sensible to dragoon them into excessive worship. Franklin’s nephew Henry Kay observed that on the infrequent occasions he had to order corporal punishment – flogging with the dread ‘cat o’nine tails’ – Sir John was physically distressed.12 Soon after she joined the fleet, officers and men alike began to refer to the ‘Celestial Rainbow’ or ‘Franklin’s Paradise’. Officers with scientific or exploring ambitions queued up to join. Young Owen Stanley secured an interview with Jane through Edward Parry, his uncle by marriage. Winner of the Royal Naval College Gold Medal in 1826 and a qualified surveyor trained by Franklin’s friend Captain Philip Parker King, Parry’s recommendation and the scientific connections of his father, the Bishop of Norwich, gave Stanley tremendous ‘interest’. Stanley used his talents and connections to secure a transfer to the Rainbow in July 1831.13 A friendship formed on Rainbow’s quarterdeck would endure. Shared magnetic, navigational and polar interests ensured the two men moved in the same circles. They would meet again in Hobart, off Stromness and perhaps in a corner of heaven set aside for great navigators.
         
 
         Greece
 
         The Rainbow joined the Mediterranean station in troubled times. Greece had been granted independence from Ottoman Turkish rule after four centuries of subjugation, but the country was far from stable. Independence had been secured by Britain, France and Russia at the climactic battle of Navarino on 20 October 1827, when the allies annihilated the Turco-Egyptian fleet. Having made Greece free, the European powers were desperately seeking a young prince to install as ruler, but few were interested in the job. An interim Russian-backed provisional government held office, but was profoundly unpopular; warlords and bandits held power in key areas and most Greek armed vessels turned to piracy. The British and French had no faith in the provisional government, in part because it was Russian-backed and in part because it was unable to maintain law and order. The Russian agenda was to co-operate with the allies in public, but covertly support the pro-Russian government, hoping to secure a Mediterranean naval base.14
         
 
         Franklin immediately made a good impression on commander-in-chief Vice-Admiral Sir Pulteney Malcolm:
         
 
         
            a very likely person to be at the Board of Admiralty, for he is a most intimate friend of Sir James Graham’s and I know he is also of Captain Elliot and Sir Thomas Hardy and that he warmly enters into all their views and I believe he will promote mine if he can for I was a favourite of his on this station.15
            

         
 
         Over time such hopes faded: Malcolm did not join the Board, and had other, better-connected officers to support.16
         
 
         His successor as commander-in-chief, Vice-Admiral Sir Henry Hotham, was, if anything, a superior potential patron. Hotham had a stellar war record, had been a senior member of the Board of Admiralty until 1830 and possessed considerable diplomatic skills – a vital asset when working with difficult allies to uphold joint policy. Armed diplomacy would be the key to the success of British policy in the region between 1830 and 1834, when a new king was finally delivered to Athens by a Royal Navy warship.
 
         The problem facing the new British government of Earl Grey was simple, but almost insoluble. A succession of European revolutions and crises was drawing naval force and diplomatic effort into a variety of theatres. These were addressed in order of importance: Greece was a long way down the list, behind the revolution that created modern Belgium, the civil war in Portugal, the instability of Spain and the future of Ottoman Turkey. The fleet had to hold the line while the foreign secretary Lord Palmerston worked his way round to Greece. Eventually Palmerston decided that Turkey could be reformed and developed as a bulwark against Russian expansion in the region, holding the critical Bosphorus Straits that separated the Russian-controlled Black Sea from the Mediterranean. Consequently he limited the size of Greece.17 Britain’s ownership of the Ionian islands was an additional complication: it provided a useful base at Corfu, but Ionian merchants had a significant share in the trade between mainland Greece and Britain. In combination with British commercial houses operating in the region, these merchants would look to the consular service for protection in unstable times, protection Palmerston was committed to provide.18
         
 
         Franklin played a small but significant part in the naval mission to maintain order ashore and support the interests of British merchants while European diplomacy sought a ruler for Greece. His first season in the Mediterranean was largely untroubled, much of his time being spent around Corfu, where he checked mastodon fossils for Murchison and examined the Ionian lighthouses and charts for Francis Beaufort, the new Hydrographer of the Navy.19 In return Beaufort kept him informed of polar developments.20
         
 
         After carrying dispatches to ships operating off Smyrna, Franklin became senior British officer at Napoli di Romania (present-day Nafplion), attending the British minister to the interim Greek government based in the town. Like many naval officers of his generation Franklin was an educated man. Anchored at the edge of the Plain of Argos he visited the ancient cities of the area. At Mycenae he was struck by the ‘Tomb of Agamemnon’, Cyclopean masonry and the Lion Gate. Argos offered a theatre, shrines, an acropolis and aqueducts. He noticed that stones from classical temples had been reused in the early Christian churches. ‘You can imagine the delight I feel at being employed on this station where there is at every step so much to excite enquiry and research.’21 High culture and Charles Lyell’s revolutionary geology book kept his mind active. Later that year he visited Athens, which he found depressing both on account of the destruction wrought by war and the raw façade of the Parthenon, which still bore evidence of Lord Elgin’s quarrying activities. Like most liberal Englishmen Franklin had been sympathetic to the Greek cause – at a safe distance it was easy to contrast the heirs of Aristotle and Pericles with the ‘barbarian’ Turks – but a brief stay at the interim Greek capital changed Franklin’s opinion. Closer inspection suggested there was little to choose between Greek and Turk, since neither showed the slightest connection with classical civilisation. Although retaining sympathy for a people who were fellow Christians only recently released from heathen oppression, he was disgusted by the endless quarrelling and idleness of the Greek government and the apparent absence of honesty and integrity among their leaders.
         
 
         Most nineteenth-century naval wives stayed dutiful and demure at home, but the intrepid Jane was not going to miss an opportunity to travel. She was soon in the Mediterranean and after a bizarre meeting on a rock in the middle of Malta’s Valletta harbour, the only location permitted by local quarantine regulations, she and Franklin spent the winter of 1831–2 at Corfu. Once Franklin went off to his duty, Jane, rather than wait for his return, made a grand tour of the eastern Mediterranean, taking in Greece, Palestine and Egypt. Among the British travellers she encountered none struck her as quite so ridiculous as the affected young romantic Benjamin Disraeli, with his oiled ringlets and blue velvet suit.22 Twenty years later she would be begging favours from him.
         
 
         Franklin’s charming stay at Corfu had been interrupted by the assassination of Count Capo d’Istria, leader of the interim government, in October 1831. This act of political violence heralded the breakdown of central authority. With rival factions at war Franklin was ordered to Patras in the spring of 1832 to join French and Russian warships to maintain order, support the British consul and protect British citizens and their property. Patras was a significant trading centre on the southern coast of the Gulf of Corinth. Franklin faced factional interests ashore, and awkward colleagues afloat. While the three captains had identical instructions, only the Frenchman supported Franklin; the Russian, Captain Zanetsky, backed one of the local political factions, following the interests of his government. Franklin protected the Ionian merchants from the local warlord with the same tact, firmness and forbearance that he had displayed when facing a plundering tribe of Inuit, always preferring to negotiate but on the clear understanding that armed force would be used if the limits of his forbearance were breached. 
         
 
         When the seasonal dried-fruit harvest was ready to be sent to Britain, Franklin had to resolve another revenue dispute. The local power broker tried to levy export duties to pay his armed followers, but Franklin and the consul secured the cargo’s dispatch in return for Franklin’s promise that duty would be paid to the lawfully appointed collector of customs. His word was enough. There would be fruit in the nation’s Christmas pudding.23
         
 
         The work at Patras was tedious and slow, but Franklin stuck to his task with the same grim determination he had displayed in the Arctic. The biggest problem was Captain Zanetsky, who accused him of conspiring with a faction ashore and refused to accept Franklin’s word that he had not. Incensed by the imputation of dishonesty, Franklin publicly humiliated the unfortunate Captain Zanetsky by contrasting his conduct with the honour the tsar had paid him in St Petersburg. In private Zanetsky admitted that he was acting on the orders of his superior, Admiral Rikord. Franklin reported his problems to Sir Henry Hotham, who found Rikord equally difficult to work with, and Zanetsky was eventually removed. By December, Jane was living ashore in the consul’s house and Franklin could anticipate an end to the chaos.
         
 
         Early the following year Greece gained a king, or at least a rather sad apology for one. The conflicting interests of the Great Powers led them to compromise on Otho, the seventeen-year-old son of King Ludwig of Bavaria. Otho proved feeble, capricious and idle. Greece would not make much progress until he was removed thirty years later. However, that was very much in the future when the king arrived on board HMS Madagascar, an occasion Admiral Hotham used to demonstrate British naval power to the assembled Greek ministers, foreign diplomats and naval leaders. Within days Patras passed bloodlessly into government hands and the Rainbow was withdrawn. For twelve months Franklin had been the master of the situation, dealing with dishonest Russians and capricious Greeks to uphold law and order, British commercial interests and international harmony. The exercise of individual responsibility was nothing new to him, unlike the application of international law and the maintenance of allied co-operation. But in all three fields Hotham valued his work: 
         
 
         
            In concluding the operations of the service you have so long and so ably conducted in the Gulfs of Patras and Lepanto I have great satisfaction in repeating the approbation which I have already at different times expressed of your measures in the interests of Greece and in the maintenance of the honour and character of the English nation and of His Majesty’s Navy on that station, wherein you have entirely fulfilled my instructions and anticipated my wishes. I also take this opportunity of commending the judgement and forbearance which you have exhibited under circumstances of repeated opposition and provocation. To your calm and steady conduct may be attributed the preservation of the town and inhabitants of Patras, the protection of commerce, and the advancement of the benevolent intentions of the Allied Sovereigns in favour of the Greek nation.24
            

         
 
         This was no routine testament, for Hotham was no routine admiral. His untimely death at Malta on 19 April 1833 robbed the navy of an outstanding officer.25 The local consul was equally effusive, and lamented the loss of Franklin’s company. After a run down to Istanbul, where Franklin visited the Turkish admiral on his immense flagship and took in the sights, the Rainbow joined the fleet in Besika Bay close to the fields of Troy, an irresistible draw for John Franklin the cultural tourist.26
         
 
         If he gained no glory keeping the peace off Patras, moderating the rapacity and corruption of interregnum Greece, Franklin led the allied squadron with confidence and, despite the severe provocation offered by Greek warlords and a Russian colleague, never lost his self-control. More significantly for British policy he possessed a very sure touch, anticipating the wishes of his distant admiral with insight and good sense. This was no ordinary test: many of his contemporaries signally failed to meet the challenge. During the Rainbow commission Franklin established a solid reputation in the regular line of his profession. Even so, he had little hope of further sea commands, for the same economic pressures that precluded further Arctic exploration kept the navy on a tight rein and preference for the handful of appointments available went to unemployed sprigs of Whig nobility.
         
 
         The ‘Celestial Rainbow’ arrived back at Portsmouth on Christmas Day 1833. Franklin’s friend King William IV awarded him his personal order, making him a Knight Commander of the Guelphic Order of Hanover, a treasured token of royal favour that remained with him to the end. King Otho added the Order of the Redeemer. 
         
 
         Unwelcome leisure27
         
 
         Much as he disliked the bustle of ‘society’ and longed for the quiet happiness of a retired domestic life in the country Franklin recognised that ‘the calls of duty and other considerations professional and private are not likely to favour my wishes’.28 To make matters worse he quickly realised that his hard work in Greece would count for little back in England. He called at Brighton and King William, who liked nothing better than the company of naval officers, immediately summoned him for an interview. The king was not much interested in Greece; he wanted to know about the current imbroglio between the pasha of Egypt and his nominal suzerain the Ottoman sultan, and the policy of Russia. Usually a delightfully even-handed xenophobe, William reserved a special contempt for the Russians. He despised most foreign nations with the condescension of the great, but the Russians were powerful, and in 1833–4 many anticipated an Anglo-Russian war for the future of European liberty and global empire. William wanted to know how the Russian interest stood in Greece, but he was especially concerned to learn about the fortifications of the Dardanelles, the vital strait connecting Istanbul with the Mediterranean, and the state of Turkish opinion. The king was also concerned by the rising power of Mehmet Ali’s Egypt, which had seized Syria from the Turks, prompting the highly undesirable appearance of a Russian amphibious task force at Istanbul. After the glittering vulgarity of George IV’s court, dining with the king had become a rather bourgeois affair, not that Franklin objected. A few days later Sir James Graham, First Lord of the Admiralty, repeated many of the royal questions. Both king and minister wanted to know if the fleet could pass the Dardanelles and drive the Russians out of Istanbul. The Greeks were very small cogs in the political machine, which Franklin regretted on their and his own behalf. No one in London cared about Greece. His expertise was at a discount.
         
 
         Anxious to exploit a fleeting opportunity Franklin pressed Graham for employment, stressing that in thirty-four years’ service he had hardly ever been unemployed. The Admiralty, as Franklin knew very well, operated a rota system, attempting to give as many officers as possible an opportunity to serve. This was fair, but left many fine captains to sit out a forty-year term in that rank with three or at best six years at sea. Franklin’s only hope was a war, which seemed quite likely, or a renewed phase of exploration, which did not. At least Graham, aware of his services and the favourable opinions of his admirals, promised a ship ‘if there was any stir’. The brief war fever passed as the Baltic ice cleared in the spring of 1834 and the Russians evacuated Istanbul, leaving the field to British money and diplomacy. Franklin used his remaining credit at the Admiralty to promote two warrant officers and provide good berths for his midshipmen.
         
 
         A new Arctic mission
 
         While there remained the possibility of a war, and with it a ship, Franklin waited in London, close to the Admiralty, rather than join Jane, who had remained in the Mediterranean, and was now in Egypt. Those prospects were fading by late February 1834 and, as they did, Arctic ambitions, prompted by his wife, took centre stage. The Arctic mission had not stood still in Franklin’s absence. While Parry’s unsuccessful attempt on the geographical North Pole via Spitsbergen in 1826 ended the first phase of naval expeditions, the hiatus proved short-lived. John Ross persuaded London distiller Felix Booth to fund a steam-powered attempt on the Passage in 1829, with some support from the Admiralty and the scientific community. All he found was an opportunity to demonstrate outstanding leadership in a truly hopeless position. After a four-year endurance test the crew escaped to Baffin Bay, where they were rescued by the whaler Isabella, the very ship Ross had commanded in 1818. Having been widely presumed dead, Ross achieved considerable celebrity and his voyage narrative sold well. Predictably Barrow savaged it in the Quarterly, fearing that Ross’s declaration that ‘there are now fewer temptations than ever to make any fresh attempt for solving this problem’ would close the North West Passage. Ross was equally dismissive of the economic possibilities Barrow envisaged.29 Coming from a man who had survived four winters in the Arctic, in circumstances little short of miraculous, such remarks carried real weight. 
         
 
         The disappearance of the Ross expedition renewed interest in the Arctic, and prompted a rescue mission. Franklin had no doubt Ross was dead, and feared any government search would be cheaply done – sending a junior officer, not a full-fledged captain. Furthermore, the stout captain had to acknowledge that his overland exploring days were over: ‘I much question whether I could bear the fatigue and anxiety of service by land without doing great injury to my constitution. I would try, however, if anything were to offer …’ Despite Beaufort’s assurance that George Back was not qualified for the command, Franklin’s fears proved well founded. He realised that senior officers who knew and appreciated his work had other, better connected men to push forward.30 His mood was not improved by Jane, who wrote from the Mediterranean to echo his desire for further polar service and, as if he needed reminding, where his duty lay. She greatly preferred being the wife of a polar hero than the wife of a mere captain in the regular line of the Royal Navy – employed or otherwise. Franklin, the ‘chieftain’ of the polar men, should resume his rightful place.31 When the Ross party returned safely, rumours began to circulate of an Antarctic mission, and another attempt on the North West Passage. Surely Franklin could secure one of these commands? She even suggested that he should never have left the discovery service – and urged him to consult Beaufort.32 Franklin replied that the Admiralty was unaware of a mission to either pole, and he trusted Beaufort to keep him abreast of developments. The polar rumours originated among the scientists, and had not been addressed to the Admiralty. He stressed that he had no interest in travelling for its own sake, or ‘for the empty shadow of increasing my fame’. However, he hated the thought that his colleagues might think him content to repose on his laurels.33
         
 
         More significantly, Ross’s expedition had revived the Arctic impulse by providing it with a new focus. Lieutenant James Clark Ross had located magnetic north, providing a pole to Humboldt’s equator. It was a matter of considerable national pride that Ross had annexed a major scientific landmark for the British Empire, formally taking possession under the Union Jack.34 John Ross’s gin expedition also put Franklin’s name on the map. On an epic sledge journey James Ross reached King William Land, naming the most westerly land he could see Point Franklin, being the closest point he reached to Franklin’s Point Turnagain of 1821. Reinforcing the honour by calling the nearest promontory Cape John Franklin was ‘less than the merits of that officer deserve’, so he named another for Jane.35
         
 
         That summer Franklin had other reasons to reflect on mortality, ambition and duty. His last surviving brother, Major General James Franklin, died, leaving a niece whom he effectively adopted. In his last weeks James had ventured ever deeper into the dark, resigned faith of their shared childhood. Grief and depression needed some relief. This time he could not hide his misery amid an Arctic endeavour. Fortunately Jane returned from the Mediterranean in the autumn. In 1835 the Franklins visited Ireland, not, as his first biographer would have it, as an indulgence36 but in pursuit of knowledge. Franklin attended a meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in Dublin. His companions included Edward Sabine and Humphrey Lloyd, leaders of the magnetic movement, and it was not polite chatter that they exchanged.37 Having crossed the Irish Sea he made a more extensive tour of the island, observing local conditions. Later that year he was called before the Royal Commission on the Irish fishing industry. He recommended enlightened self-help, the encouragement of fishing on the west coast, the education of local fishermen to secure pilots for the many anchorages, and the training of deep-water square-rig seamen for the Royal Navy. This would be the most effective use of government aid.
         
 
         While James Ross located a pole, his father George demanded a publicly financed overland search for the lost expedition. It was sent, with limited, grudging support from the Admiralty, rather more useful support from the self-interested Hudson’s Bay Company and the entire annual income of the Royal Society. Perhaps the society had been impressed by George Ross’s claim that the search had scientific potential. Lieutenant George Back and Dr Richard King had already overwintered at base camp when news arrived that Ross was safe, and their mission was hastily converted to focus on science and exploration.38 The following spring they travelled down the Great Fish (now Back) river to the Arctic coast. Back’s magnetic observations and report on the aurora borealis were of a high standard, as might be expected after three voyages under Franklin’s tuition.39 Those voyages left him older and wiser: he turned for home at the river estuary, to the disgust of novice traveller King.
         
 
         By a curious coincidence Back was still in Canada looking for the Rosses when the Admiralty sent newly returned James Clark Ross in a hastily reinforced whaler to rescue eleven whaleships beset in the Davis Strait and fitted out the bomb vessels Terror and Erebus for Arctic service.40 Although neither ship was needed, the Terror was ready for the Arctic, and the temptation to send another expedition to navigate the Passage proved irresistible. When Back returned, the Royal Geographical Society, representing Barrow’s view of the Arctic mission, pressed for another expedition to settle the remaining cartographic questions of the North West Passage, on the plan Franklin had outlined in 1827. This one-ship mission was given to recently promoted Captain Back. While Franklin was understandably disappointed, since he had never rated Back as a navigator or a human being, he visited the Terror as she set off in June 1836. Although the primary purpose was to complete the Passage, every opportunity was given for scientific work, especially if the ship was forced to overwinter. The mission was an utter failure, redeemed only by the survival of the ship and most of her crew. Trying to pass the Fury and Hecla Strait, Terror became hopelessly trapped in shifting sea ice, a far cry from the safe winter harbours that Parry and Ross had found, and was all but destroyed. Fortunate to reach the coast of Ireland, Back ran his shattered ship onto a beach before she sank.41 Terror was rebuilt, but George Back’s fifth Arctic voyage would be his last.42 Nor was Franklin impressed by Richard King’s bold but sketchy plan to complete the coastal survey, advising the Royal Geographical Society not to support it.43 By a curious irony King’s object was to delineate the coast of Boothia, which, had it been successful, would have offered Franklin a priceless advantage a decade later.
         
 
         Back’s voyage, driven primarily by Barrow’s geographical concerns, was the last of its type. A new Arctic imperative had emerged from the scientific results of the Parry, Franklin and Ross missions. Geomagnetism dominated the second round of polar exploration, a development largely obscured by the promotional activity of John Barrow. While Barrow remained the chief spin-doctor of the Arctic, he did not set the agenda. The scientists left public advocacy to Barrow and his geography but they had different objects in mind, and they needed leaders with a far higher profile to direct a new polar campaign.
         
 
         Franklin at fifty
 
         Having missed out on the latest Arctic commands Franklin sent the Admiralty a testimonial of his services. Within weeks he was offered employment by the Colonial Office. His idleness was at an end. Even so, he only accepted the new career after Beaufort, Barrow and First Sea Lord Sir Charles Adam assured him that colonial government would not harm his naval career.44 The government of Van Diemen’s Land was just one of the many tokens that marked Franklin out from the common run of naval officers, and of polar explorers. Far from the dull plodder of most modern accounts, or even the worthy, humane leader of Victorian biography, John Franklin was an ornament to his profession. His scientific interests, diplomatic talent, powers of observation and anxiety to serve King and Country as the best way to employ his God-given talents drove him to find useful labour. In truth he found rest morally reprehensible; the imperious call to duty that had animated his idols Nelson and Flinders ran deep in Franklin’s soul. With Jane at his elbow he was doomed to pursue that duty to the ends of the earth, and the end of his life.
         
 
         In 1836 Franklin was fifty, famous and fat: a favourite with his king, universally admired by the British people and an international celebrity. His public character was beyond question, combining honour, dignity and moral weight. He had no need for more fame, yet his wife, and perhaps Franklin also, believed that he had to remain in employment to sustain his reputation. This obsession with public duty would be his downfall: it sent him to rule in Australia, and it sent him north for one last attempt to locate the philosopher’s stone.
         
 
         Was it anything more than little Johnny Franklin trying to fill his elder brother’s boots? After years of being the underachieving lightweight, Franklin had made his mark, and outlived his brothers to become the head of the family. It was a situation he relished. Like any successful self-made man Franklin had responsibilities, not the obvious catalogue of his immediate family, Eleanor and Jane, or even his nephews and nieces, but a wider Franklin tribe. He would make naval careers for nephews by marriage such as Kendall, find worthwhile opportunities for many more relatives and even find suitable husbands for his nieces.
         
 
         Franklin had a wide range of connections and responsibilities, and he took them very seriously. He cultivated the great and good to secure further opportunities for his circle, and in the process became quite the gentleman. Colonial government was just the type of dignified office that a gentleman would take, believing it to be his duty. It was also an ideal vehicle for advancing his family at the public expense without any hint of impropriety. He would not make any money in Van Diemen’s Land, but he would show himself to be a true leader by enriching his tribe. Many of his naval contemporaries took posts at an advanced age for the same reason, to promote sons, nephews, sons-in-law and the children of old friends.
         
 
         If Franklin regretted the lack of further Arctic employment after 1827, he did not rest on his laurels. In the Mediterranean he demonstrated leadership, judgement and diplomatic talent. The public testimony of Sir Henry Hotham is clear: Franklin was a very good naval officer. Had any of the multiple crises that occupied the attention of European statesmen in the early 1830s turned into a shooting war he would have been employed. When the prospect of war faded, he tried to rejoin his own branch of service, only to find that the economic pressures of the decade cut him out. When his scientific friends and colleagues began to develop an Antarctic expedition, Franklin accepted that it was pencilled in for James Clark Ross because he understood the scientific imperative, and because of the claim that Ross had made by reaching magnetic north.
         
 
         The prospects before him were of a long wait for another sea command, and even longer before he achieved flag rank. Parry had married into the Whig political family of Lord Stanley of Alderley, making his post-polar career in a succession of shore postings. Franklin did not have such connections, so he shifted his focus to another area. He was already well known at the Colonial Office, which had been heavily involved in his two overland missions, and with the support of his king found a suitable role. 
         
 
         John Franklin was no ordinary naval officer. Educated by Matthew Flinders and given his chance by Sir Joseph Banks he used three Arctic expeditions to secure promotion, a knighthood, the Fellowship of the Royal Society and the patronage of his monarch. He earned further plaudits in the regular line of naval service, but his faith and his conscience would not let him rest. Instead Franklin went to Van Diemen’s Land, leaving his scientific and naval friends to lobby for magnetic expeditions to both poles. The character of polar exploration had changed fundamentally in the decade since his return from the Mackenzie river; science was now the dominant concern and as a scientific man he was content to follow that trend. Franklin had many vital qualities, above all leadership, loyalty, honour, humanity and courage; he was a seaman, a navigator and a scientist. This was a man whom politicians and colleagues trusted. They placed their ships and expeditions, colonial governments and scientific projects in his hands. Those who seek to blame him for the catastrophic end of the 1845 expedition, in whole or in part, have signally failed to assess the bigger questions thrown up by such assumptions. If he was incompetent or unsuitable, why was he given the command? Surely either the prime minister, the First Lord of the Admiralty, the president of the Royal Society or the naval and scientific communities would have noticed? After all, they were responsible public figures. Franklin was given the command because he was best man for the job.
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