
Adrift In The Arctic Ice Pack: The
Extraordinary Story of the First Grinnell
Expedition
Explorers throughout history have faced countless challenges and dangers in
their quest for discovery. One such expedition that captivated the world's attention
was the first Grinnell Expedition, a perilous journey adrift in the Arctic ice pack.
This historic mission, marked by bravery, determination, and awe-inspiring
courage, forever changed the face of polar exploration.

The Genesis of Exploration

In the early 19th century, the Arctic remained an enigma, an unexplored realm
shrouded in mystery. As legends of a Northwest Passage persisted, daring
adventurers sought a route connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans through
the icy wilderness. The American merchant and philanthropist, Henry Grinnell,
was one such visionary captivated by this dream.

In 1850, Henry Grinnell funded and organized an expedition to search for traces
of the lost Arctic explorer, Sir John Franklin. Led by experienced seafarer Elisha
Kent Kane, the mission aimed to navigate the treacherous waters of the Arctic,
unveil its secrets, and pave the way for future explorations.
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The Journey Begins

In May 1850, the Grinnell Expedition set sail from New York aboard two ships, the
Advance and the Rescue, carrying a dedicated crew of sailors and scientists. As
they ventured further north, the perilous conditions of the Arctic soon became
evident. The crew encountered vast fields of impenetrable ice and harsh weather
conditions, testing their resolve to the limit.

As the team continued their journey, the temperature dropped drastically, freezing
the ships in the ice pack. Trapped in the frozen clutches of the Arctic, the crew
faced not only physical challenges but also the psychological strain of isolation
and uncertainty.

Survival Against All Odds

Months turned into years as the crew battled the relentless Arctic conditions.
They faced starvation, exposure, and the constant danger of being crushed by
shifting ice. Yet, their unwavering determination and sheer will to survive
propelled them forward.
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Remarkably, the crew adapted their strategy to their predicament. They utilized
their resources efficiently, conserving food and fuel, and seeking innovative ways
to sustain themselves. They learned to build shelters and manage their limited
supplies wisely, facing adversity head-on.

A Heroic Escape

After two years and four months, Elisha Kent Kane made the decision to abandon
the trapped ships and undertake a legendary journey to reach a safe harbor on
the coast of Greenland. With a small crew, he embarked on a treacherous
sledging journey over the vast Arctic landscape.

Their grueling journey was fraught with peril. They faced crumbling ice, freezing
temperatures, and battling exhaustion every step of the way. Yet, their resilience
and indomitable spirit propelled them forward as they overcame unimaginable
challenges along the unforgiving Arctic terrain.

Legacy of the Grinnell Expedition

The first Grinnell Expedition may not have achieved its initial objective of locating
Sir John Franklin, but it marked a major milestone in Arctic exploration. It inspired
future generations of explorers and shed light on the treacherous conditions and
the potential rewards of venturing into uncharted territories.

The extraordinary determination displayed by Kane and his crew in the face of
adversity captured the world's attention. Their stories of survival and courage
became legendary, providing valuable insights into the limits of human
endurance.

The first Grinnell Expedition stands as a testament to the power of the human
spirit and the unyielding thirst for knowledge. Despite the hardships they endured,



the explorers of this historic mission left an indelible mark on the annals of Arctic
exploration.

Their story serves as a reminder that the pursuit of discovery often comes with a
price, demanding unwavering determination and resilience. The legacy of the first
Grinnell Expedition continues to inspire modern-day adventurers and fuels our
desire to explore the unknown.
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In 1845, British Royal Navy officer and Arctic explorer Sir John Franklin (1786–
1847) embarked on his third and final expedition into the Canadian Arctic to force
the Northwest Passage. After two years with no word, a £20,000 reward was
offered to anyone who could find the expedition, leading to many rescue
attempts. Two such attempts were undertaken by Elisha Kent Kane (1820–
1857),American explorer and United States Navy medical officer. Despite
contracting scurvy and suffering greatly during his 1853 attempt, he continued on
and went further north than any other explorer had managed. Kane was
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eventually forced to relinquish the icebound brig “Advance” on May 20, 1855 and
spent the next 83 days marching to Upernavik carrying the invalids—losing but
one man on the perilous journey. “Adrift in the Arctic Ice Pack” contains Kane's
personal account of his courageous but ill-fated rescue mission, detailing the
perilous conditions they had to endure and how they were able to survive against
all odds in the Arctic wasteland. Highly recommended for those with an interest in
Arctic exploration and history in general. Read & Co. History is republishing this
classic memoir now in a brand new edition complete with an introductory
biography by John Knox Laughton.
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