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CHAPTER 1I

1%e Great South Sea

OST sAILORS did not refer to it as the Pacific Ocean, They
Mca]led it the South Sea, a name that dated back to 1513 when

Vasco Niifiez de Balboa ventured across the sliver of moun-
tainous, fungle-choked terrain known as the Isthmus of Panama. The
isthmus runs west to east so that when Balboa first glimpsed water, it
appeared to extend to the south. Quite sensibly, he dubbed his discov-
ery the Great South Sea. '

Seven years later, Ferdinand Magellan and his men, on their way to
the first circumnavigation of the world, penetrated the mazelike strait at
the craggy bottom of South America. After weathering the terrible
gales typical of one of the most inhospitable places on earth, they found
themselves in a quiet, vast ocean that Magellan called, with tearful
thanks to God, the Pacific—a name that would not catch hold until the
mid-nineteenth century.

Balboa found it, Magellan named it, but for any young boy taken
with tales of the South Sea-like the young Charles Wilkes—the central
ﬁmmhadmbe]amesCook.lthadbeenCOOkwhohadﬁrstcﬁss-
crossadthePaciﬁc,discoveﬁngislandsatalmosteverynmLCookhad
been a product of the Enlightenment’s search for knowledge through
the empirical observation of nature. Although not trained as a scientist,
he was one of the most expert nautical surveyors in the British navy, a
ski]lthatservedlﬁmwellinhisvoy‘agastodistantlands. First and fore-
most, however, Cookhadbeenanagbbrmand the Pacific had served as
his route to glory, For the young Wilkes, the South Sea came to repre-
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sent not only a means of escape from an unhappy childhood but, even
more important, a way to win the praise and adulation he had been
craving for as long as he could remember.

Wilkes was born to well-to-do parents in New York City in 1798. When
his mother died just two years later, he was placed in the care of an
aunt, Elizabeth Ann Seton, who would later convert to Catholicism, be-
come an abbess, and eventually be canonized as America’s first native-
born saint. Wilkes's exposure to sainthood proved shortdived, however.
At just four years old, he was sent away to boarding school. When he
realized he was about to be abandoned at the school, Wilkes clung to
his father’s leg and refused to let go. “Young as [ was,” he wrote, “the im-
pression is still on me & it is the first event of my life that 1 have any dis-
tinct recollection of”

For the next ten years, Wilkes was, in his own words, "a poor cast-
away boy,” attending a series of boarding schools that he hated, always
yearning to be at home with the father he loved. The one maternal fig-
ure in Wilkes's life was 2 nanny named Mammy Reed-a fat, dark-eyed
Weish woman who, in stark contrast to his earlier caretaker, had a repu-
tation as a witch. Reed’s gaze was so intense that Wilkes claimed, “It was
impossible to meet her stare” Reed doted on her “Charley boy,” 2
youngster with a black hole of loneliness at the center of his being. “1 had
no other companions than my books and teachers,” he remembered.

But there was always the sea, Manhattan was surrounded by water,
and hull to hult along the waterfront was a restless wooden exoskeleton
of ships, their jong bowsprits nuzzling ever the busy streets, the eyes of
even the most jaundiced New Yorker irresistibly drawn skyward into a
complex forest of spars and rigging. This was where a boy might turn
tyis back on all that he had once known and step into an exotic dream
of adventure, freedom, opportunity, and risk.

The city'’s wealthiest merchant, John Jacob Astor, had made his for-
tune with these ships. For Astor, who became known as the Prince of
the China Trade, it began, in large part, with sea otter skins procured in
the Pacific Northwest—a trade made possible by Wilkes's hero, James
Cook. After discovering countless Pacific islands and plunging farther
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south than anyone else had ever gone, Cook headed out a third and f-
nal time in 1776 to find the proverbial Northwest Passage. Earlier
mariners had unsuccessfully searched the east coast of North America
for a waterway that connected the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Cook,
by now the most experienced and respected explorer in the world,
would try the west coast. As the American Revolution raged on the
continent’s oppasite shore, Cook traded for sea otter skins with Native
Americans in the Pacific Northwest. At the time, he had no other in-
tention than to use the skins to manufacture some winter clothing for
hiscrew.Laterinthevoyage,afterCookwaskﬂledbynmivain
Hawaii, his men sailed for China and were astounded to learn that an
otter skin purchased for pennies in Nootka Sound sold for a hundred
dollars in Canton.

Internal trade policies made it difficult for English merchants to
capitalize on this discovery. Britain’s South Sea Company had a mo-
nopoly for trade on the west coast of America, while the East India
Company controlled the Chinese market. For an English merchant to
sell otter skins in China, he had to possess two expensive and hard-to-
get licenses. Enter the Americans,

Soon after the secret of sea otter skins was revealed by the publica-
tion of the narrative of Cook’s final voyage in 1784, American China
traders, many of them from Boston and Salem, set out around Cape
Horn bound for the Pacific Northwest. In the decades to come, it would
be Astor, the New Yorker, who established the first permanent white
settlement in the region, known as Astoria on the Columbia River, not
far from where Lewis and Clark had wintered in 1805—6. The outpost
served as a gathering point for Astor’s flest of ten vessels. One of these
ships, the Tomgusn, became part of the mythology of a frontier that for
children of Wilkes’s age was what the Wild West would become for
subsequent generations of Americans.

On June 3, 1811, the Tomgumn, under the command of Captain
Jonathan Thorn, sailed from Astoria in search of otter skins. Not until
more than a year later would the Zongusr's native interpreter Lamayzie
make his way to Astoria and tell the tale of what had happened io the
missing ship. They had anchored somewhere in the vicinity of Vancou-
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ver Island’s Clayoquot Sound. Captain Thorn quickly angered the local
natives by offering an insubtingly low price for their otter skins. The fol-
lowing day, as the Tonguir's crew began to weigh anchor and set the
sails, the natives attacked. Almost all the sailors on deck, including Cap-
tain Thomn, were bludgeoned and stabbed to death. Some of the men in
the rigging were able to lower themselves through an open hatchway
down into the ship, where they secured some pistols and muskets and
began firing at the natives. Soon they had cleared the decks.

The next morning several canoes made their way to the Tongqusn.
The night before a group of sailors had slipped away in the ship's
Jaunch and headed for Astoria. They would never be heard from again.
The only man left aboard was a severely injured sailor who did not have
long to live. The sailor waited until the Tomgquii's decks were thronged
with Indians, then took a match to the ship’s magazine of gunpowder.
The Tomguin and approximately a hundred natives were blown to
smithereens.

With the outbreak of the War of 1812, when Charles Wilkes was four-
teen, a different kind of violence threatened Astor’s commercial inter-
ests in the Northwest. A British naval vessel was dispatched to the
region, and Astor had no choice but to sell his outpost to the English.
Closer to home, however, the United States pulled off several stunning
victories as the Comstitution and Uhited States bested British frigates in
the waters off the East Coast. In the meantime, Captain David Porter
rounded the Hom in the U.S. frigate Esrex and proceeded to wage his
own private war in the Pacific. Playing cat and mouse with the British
navy, Porter and his men terrorized the encmy’s whaling fleet. Porter’s
swashbuckling exploits climaxed in a bloody encounter with two
British frigates off Valparaiso, Chile. Porter was ultimately defeated, but
he and his men did much to proclaim America’s rambunctious presence
in the Pacific.

For a teenager of Wilkes's interests, it was a tremendously exciting
time. Today it is difficult to appreciate the level of patriotism commonly
fett by those of Wilkes's generation, many of whose fathers were fight-
ing in the War of 1812 and whose grandfathers had fought in the Revo-
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lution, Freshly minted naval heroes such as Stephen Decatur and Isaac
HullwaereglﬂaﬂyfétedinNewYork,andWi]ktsbemmemaumred
with the glittering regalia of 2 captain’s dress uniform. Mammy Reed,
the Welsh witch, foretold that Wilkes would one day become an admi-
ral. When he pointed out that the US. Navy did not grant a rank higher
than captain (although the complementary title of commaderr was used
when 2 captain commanded a squadron), Reed insisted that her predic-
tion would come true.
Asthewardmwtoadose,Wﬂkes,nowsixtemyea:sold,beganto
press his father to apply for a midshipman’s warrant. Under usual cir-
cumstances, the Wilkes family had all the social and political connec-
tions required to secure such an appointment. Wilkes's mother had
been the daughter of William Seton, 2 wealthy New York merchant; his
faﬂlawasthegmndsonofancvenwmlthierBﬁﬁshdisﬁﬂer.Hisfa-
ther’s uncle, John Wilkes, a member of Pardiament, had gained interna—
tional fame for his outspoken support of the American cause during the
Revolution. Wilkes's own father, whose middle name was de Pointhiex,
hadaﬁstocmticrelalivesinParis“dﬂldoseﬁatotheFmdlnavy.
But in 1815n0tevmthisimpres.sivcpedig1-eeeouldgmmnteea
midshipman’s appointment. With the end of the war, the navy found it-
self overloaded with officers. Prospects of peace meant that the number
of naval vessels would only decrease. For decades to come the oppor-
tunities available to young naval officers would remain disappointingly
meager. James Fenimore Cooper, the noted author and 2 former naval
officer who would pen a history of the U.S, Navy, wrote Wilkes's father
ﬁlatdlerewas,Wﬂkesremmbered.“nomonclikdﬂloodofmybeing
appointed than the heavens should fall to catch larks”
ﬂxeyoungWﬂkmwasreoeivinglitﬂehelpﬁ‘omhisﬁlﬂla,who
wantedhimtobecomcabusinessmanlikehimsdfﬂythistime, Wilkes
was enrolied as a day student at a preparatory schoo! for Columbia Col-
lege and was showing remarkable promise in mathematics and lan-
guages. But no matter how much his father attempted to convince his
sonthathesholedstayashore,danglingbeforehimﬂlepmspectafa
promising job with his uncle at the Bank of New York, Wilkes’s “han-
keﬁngaﬁ&navallifé&mvinglﬂ'esﬁ]lgrewstonga&strongw.’
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Wilkes began smdying with Jonathan Gamett, the editor of the
American Nautical Almanac, Garnett familiarized the boy with the vari-
ous mathematical formulae, tables, and solutions associated with navi-
gation; he taught him how to read nautical charts and how to use
navigational instruments. He even gave Wilkes his own sextant, which
the boy learned how to take apart and put back together. “[Blefore I put
my foot on the deck of a vessel,” he wrote, “] felt capable of navigating
& directing her course” Thus was born an attitude toward the sea that
Wilkes would subscribe to in the years ahead: book-learning, at least his
version of book-learning, was more than a match for anyone else’s prac-
tical experience.

Failing to secure an outright commission, Wilkes made an applica-
tion for a midshipman’s warrant contingent on his first gaining relevant
sea experience in the merchant marine. Reluctantly, Wilkes's father
agreed to let him go, hopeful that the contrast between New York soci-
ety and the forecastle of a merchant vessel would bring the boy to his
senses. “T shall never forget the first time I dressed in my Sailors Jacket
& trousers,” Wilkes wrote, “the vanity and pride 1 feit” When he
showed the outfit to his father, he was “greatly astonished to see the
tears startifig from his eyes”

Just a few days into his first voyage aboard the Hibernia, one of hun-
dreds of vessels carrying goods and passengers between America and
Europe, Wilkes understood why his father had been moved to tears. “A
more ignorant and brutal set of fellows could scarcely have been col-
lected together,” he remembered. His hands were continually bleeding;
his bowels were reacting cataclysmically to the harsh shipboard fare;
and even worse, the jacket and trousers he had taken such pride in were
smeared with tar. “[Clould I have set my foot on shore,” he wrote, *1
never would have again consented to be again afloat”

Despite his suffering, Wilkes could not help but be fascinated by the
spectacle of a fully rigged ship under sail. “I had from my reading be-
come acquainted with many of the maneuvers,” he wrote, “and took
great delight in watching how things were done practically” The cap-
tain heard that Wilkes knew how to perform a lunar-a complicated se-
ries of observations to determine a ship’s longitude that required as
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many as three hours of calculations and was beyond the abilities of
many captains in the merchant service. “{/A)lthough 1 had Little practice
at sea,” Wilkeswrote,“lreadi]ycametotakegood&saﬁsﬁctoryobser—
vations.” The captain then proceeded to take credit for the young man's
abilities, assuring the paying passengers that he would, in Wilkes’s
words, “make me a good navigator” Wilkes was infuriated by the cap-
tain's deception, but his time would come.

Not long into the voyage, the captain revealed to Wilkes that, in-
aedﬂ:ly,hehadforgottmtobringhisdraﬂs.Heaskedtlmboyifhe
might be able to draw a chart of the English Channel from memory. Re-
veaﬁnganwiywiﬂingnmtomkconaseeminglyhopelesstask,de&e
agreed to give it a try. “The next day I was called into the cabin and
sheets of letter paper handed me” He hurriedly sketched out a fairly de-
tailled representation of the English Channel-and stunningly, with
Wilkes’s map in hand, the captain was able to guide the Hidermiz to Le
Havre, France, without incident,

On his return to New York, Wi]keswassti]iangry at the treatment
he'd received during the voyage, especially from the captain. He'd been
horrified by the ignorance and brutality of his felow sailors, feeling
“greatdisgustwhenllookedbadtonﬂlemubl&slhadgoneﬂmugh
and the low company I was thrown with" For the young Witkes, it was
now & matter of pride. In spite of, or perhaps because of, the adversity
he had encountered, he would continte on until he received his com-
mussion. Years later he would write, “I have little doubt now that if the
treatment I had received had been opposite to what it had been | would
have abandoned the idea of following the sea life. I should have seen all
imbadfmtumandmymsteswerenotinunisonwithit”'lhiswnsas
close a3 Wilkes would ever come to admitting that his character—at
once scholarly, aloof, and condescending-was ifl suited to a life at sea.

Not until three years later, after several more merchant voyages, did
Wilkes finally recefve his appointment in the navy as a midshipman,
primarily through the intervention of his father’s friend Maensieur Hyde
de Neuville, the French minister. After a brief visit to Washington, D.C,,
to thank de Neuville for his help, Wilkes returned to New York to dis-
coverthathis&therhaddied.“lneversawhima&alenteredthc
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Navy,” Wilkes wrote, adding, “1 shall not attempt to describe the feel-
ings I experienced . . . and the desolanon which home seemed to have
undergone” A few weeks later, Wilkes was in Boston reporting to Com-
modore Wiltiam Bainbridge and the USS Independence.

In Bainbridge, Wilkes found the embodiment of the ideal naval officer.
More than six feet tall, Bainbridge radiated an undeniable sense of au-
thority. “His presence was commanding,” Wilkes rernembered, “and
when in full uniform he gave as well as he commanded respect.” He was
also an officer who was not shy about picking favorites. “He was very
decided in his prejudices,” Wilkes wrote; “while he encouraged those of
whose characters he entertained a high opinion, he was a bitter enemy
to the low and vulgar, and no officer could, if he lost his good opinion,
expect to regain it” it was a model of command Wilkes would look to
for the rest of his life.

Soon after being transferred to the Guerriere for a cruise of the
Mediterranean, Wilkes discovered that not all naval officers carried
themselves with the dignity of Commodore Bainbridge. “Debauchery
and drunkenness in a Commander was the order of the day,” he later
remembered. “[W]hen in port conviviality turned to drunken frolics” In
the boisterous camaraderie of sieerage, where the midshipmen social-
ized in “messes,” Wilkes—ambitious, solemn, and hardworking—was the
odd man out. “I may have had but few friends,” he remembered, “but |
had no enemies or any that I was not in the best of terms among the of-
ficers.”

After a nearly fatal bout with what was described as “African fever,”
Wilkes returned home to New York in 1821. He had been away for
more than three years and discovered that since his father’s death, “my
family had been broken up!” His older sister had married and moved to
Albany, while two of his brothers, both lawyers, were living in New
York. A twenty-three-year-old orphan in search of 2 home, Wilkes, who
as a child had tended to socialize with girls instead of boys, began see-
ing a woman he had known since he was a child. Jane Renwick,
“though not handsome,” according to Wilkes, “showed great intelli-
gence...and {was] ever open to administer to the wants of others’
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ThemeickshadbemdoaeﬁnnﬂyﬁiendsofﬂleWﬂke&cs,andmm
hadbemmanyﬁm&sWhﬂegrowingupthatymmgChaﬂeshad-mme
to blows with Jane’s brother James over his unmerciful teasing of his sis-
ter. For Wilkes, Jane Renwick was the love of his Life.,

The evenings Wilkes spent over the next few months with Jane and
hermothertumedouttobesomeofﬂw.lwppiesttimashehadever
known. “We had a never ending source of amusement,” Wilkes remem-
bered.‘Io&enrmdaloud,andwhiletheyreadIdmw,andIhehﬂaﬁty
andfunwaschanning.’Whenherecdvedordmtorepmttothe
Franklin for a cruise to the Pacific, Wilkes found it “hard indeed for me
toreturntodutyandatmesametimeibregnaﬁtheddightsoftheS&
ciety of those [ was deeply in love with"

The Frankln proved to be just the ship for an officer of Wilkes's in-
tmOnmegtmded;mmwnsaHbrary,andWﬂkes,withthehelp
ofanassistant,bemmetheh'bmriamButperhapsthebmtpartofthe
Cruise was its destination: the newly established Pacific Station along
thewestcmstofSoumAmaim.Wilktswasabouttoencmmterthe
oceanhehadbeendreamingaboutsinoehewasayoungboy.

When the Frankiin reached Quilca, Peru, Wilkes was assigned to the
schooner Haterwitoh with dispatches for General Bolivar in Guayaquil,
Emador.’lheywaeoﬁ”theportofﬁitawhmﬂieyenoountered the
Tawe Brothers, a whaleship from Nantucket. In most instances naval offi-
cerstookadimviewofwhalemm]heira-ewsmoﬁenasinexpeﬁ—
enced 25 they were undisciplined; the ships smelled of putrid blubber,
snmke,andmse;loadedduwnwithmassivebﬁckuyworks,awhala
presmtedamostlmseammﬂikesi@tasitslogged slowly over the
waves.

Thceveningbeﬁne,“’ilkeshadreadanacoountofﬂlemkingofa
Nantucket whaleship called the Essex (not to be confused with the
navalﬁigatebythatname)byanenngedspﬁmw’nale.Whendlecap-
tain of the Tevo Brothers introduced himself as George Pollard, Wilkes
rea]izedthathewasspmkingmthevmynmhe’dbeenreadmgabmﬁ—
the former captain of the Essex,

Pollard proceeded to tefi the midshipman a story of unbelievable
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hardship, of how the crew took to their three small whaleboats and,
fearful of cannibals on the islands to the west, began to sail against the
trade winds for South America, almost three thousand miles away. All
three boats would become separated from one another, and as the men
began to die of starvation, the survivors realized that they had no alter-
native but to enact their own wosst fears: they must eat the bodies of
their dead shipmates. Pollard and a young Nantucketer were eventually
rescued almost within sight of the coast of Chile after ninety-four days
at sea. “I had by accident become acquainted with a hero,” Wilkes
wrote, “who did not even consider that he had overcome obstacles
which would have crushed gg out of a hundred”

As it would turn out, several months after his conversation with
Wilkes, Captain Pollard once again encountered disaster. Atnightina
storm to the southwest of the Hawaiian Islands, the Fewo Brothers
fetched up on an uncharted shoal. As the ship was being pounded to
pieces on the coral, the order was given to take to the whaleboats. Pol-
lard had to be dragged from the deck. The next morning all hands were
saved by the whaleship Martha and taken to Oahu. Upon returning to
Nantucket, Pollard lived out the rest of his life as the town’s night-
watchman.

What happened to Pollard on his final voyage was a frighteningly
common occurrence in the Pacific, an ocean so huge that much of it
was not yet adequately surveyed and charted. In addition to unmarked
shoals that might crop up almost anywhere, there were hundreds of
litfle_known islands surrounded by reefs of razor-sharp coral. In the ab-
sence of a published chart, a captain might rely on 2 handwritten map
given him hy a mariner who had recorded his not always wustworthy
impressions; often he had only the island’s latitude and longitude to
guide him.

As a captain approached an unfamiliar shore, he prepared the ship’s
anchors to be dropped at a moment’s notice in case he found himself
trapped amid hidden rocks or shoals. He also ordered his men to heave
the lead—a tapered cylinder of metal attached to a line marked in fath-
oms to ascertain the water’s depth. In spite of all these precautions, 2
captain studied the water ahead with an intensity that few landsmen
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could appreciate, scanning the surface for the dimples and swirls of an
otherwise unseen current that might sweep the ship into the coral. He
was also on the lookout for a change in color that might presage a sud-
den and disastrous change in depth. The night Captain Pollard lost his
second whaleship in three years, he was standing on the rail, staring
down worriedly at the waves after one of his officers reported that “the
water alongside looked whiter than usual” Seconds later, the ship
slammed into a coral reef that had been mmpossible to see in the murky
darkness.

~ Two years after Poliard lost the Tiwo Brothers, another Nantucket
whaleship, the Oeno, disappeared without a trace in the Fiji Islands.
Nine years later, the ship’s cooper, William Cary, returned home to
Nantucket and told of how the Qeno had been wrecked on an un-
charted reef; how the crew had been massacred on Vatoa or Turtle Ts-
tand, and how only he had escaped by hiding for weeks in a cave.
Eventually adopted by a Fiji chief; Cary lived in the islands for several
years, doing battle against rival tribes, and meeting, in an incredible en-
counter, an old schoolmate from Nantucket. David Whippy had de-
serted from a whaleship several years before and was now an adviser to
a chief, and he made it clear to Cary that he was never going back. Not
before enduring three mare shipwrecks did Cary finally escape the Fijis
and return to Nantucket.

Whalemen were not the only ones at the mercy of the uncharted
hazards of the South Sea. As the sea otter population in the Northwest
dropped catastrophically due to overhunting, New England merchants
were forced to look elsewhere for trade goods. In the Hawaiian Islands
they found sandalwood, prized by the Chinese for making incense and
omamental boxes. In less than a decade Hawaiian sandalwood was also
approaching extinction, so it was on to the treacherous waters of the
Fiji Istands, where, in addition to sandalwood, there were plentiful sap-
plies of béche-de-mer, a sea slug wsed for soups in China. The deadly
reefs surrounding the islands claimed so many ships that it became im-
possible to buy insurance for a voyage to Fiji. In 1844, the East India
Marine Society of Salem made a desperate plea to local and federal gov-
emments to provide their sailors with reliable charts: “The Fegjee or
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Beetee Islands, what is known of them? They were named but not vis-
ited by Captain Cook, and consist of sixty or more in number. Where
shall we find a chart of this group, pointing out its harbors and dangers?
There are none to be found, for none exist!”

American commercial ambition had taken U.S. vessels to parts of
the world where not even Cook and dozens of subsequent European
exploring expeditions had ventured. Of all the navigators to sail from
the United States, it was the sealers who pushed this form of free enter-
prise exploration the farthest. '

Sealers, many of them from Stonington, Connecticut, were 4 differ-
ent breed from the sea otter traders. The otter traders never had to get
their hands dirty. Sea ofters were so difficult to pursue that only Native
Americans in their canoes or Aleuts in their kayaks possessed the ex-
pertise to capture the fast-swimming creatures. Killing seals, on the
other hand, was well within the abilities of any sailor. The rookeries in
the Pacific were located on bleak, remote islands where, at least in the
beginning, incredible numbers of seals were waiting to be slanghtered
and skinned. Tt is estimated that over three million seals were extervii-
nated on the Juan Fernandez Islands alone in just a seven-year period.
In Canton a seal skin sold for in the neighborhood of a dollar, the pay-
ment often made in tea.

In the years after the War of 1812, practitioners of what was re-
forred to as “the skinning trade” had reduced the seal population of the
Pacific to disastrously low levels, forcing them to sail farther and farther
south in pursuit of new rookeries. By 1820, sealers from both Britain
and America had reached the South Shetland Islands—an eerie volcanic
Jand of fog, ice, and seals almost six hundred miles below Cape Horm.
Although the British claimed the honor of the discovery, the Ameri-
cans, who subscribed to a policy of secrecy since they knew how
quickly an island’s seal population could be exterminated, insisted that
they had known about the istands all along,. In 1820, Stonington sealers
took 8,868 skins in the South Shetlands; the next year they returned and
killed over 60,000 seals.

It was during this cruise that the twenty-one-year-old Nathaniel
Palmer, captain of the forty-seven-foot tender Hers, temporarily left the
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company of the Stonington fleet and headed south in search of new
sealing grounds. Not far below the South Shetlands he found a penin-
sula of rugged land. Surroundedbyiwbergsandswimmingschoolsof
penguins, he followed the coastline south until dense fog—so thick that
he could not see the lookout on the forecastle—forced him to turn back.
In the early morning hours of February 6, the fog lified, revealing a sur-
prising sight. On either side of the tiny tender were two Russian ex-
ploring ships under the command of Admiral Fabian Gottlieb von
Bellingshausen.

The admiral was astounded at the tiny size of the American craft,
justathirdofthelengthofhisownship.“]twaswithgrwtdi&iuﬂty
thatIcouldmaketheoldadmiralbelievclhadoomeﬁ'omUStatesm
50 small a vessel” Palmer later remembered, Through an interpreter,
Bellingshausen told Palmer that previous to being blanketed in fog, he
had assumed that he was the ﬁrsttodisooverthqlandst}mtlay before
them. Bzt here was a vessel from America with a captain that was no
more than a boy who told of iands even farther to the south. According
to one account of the exchange, Bellingshausen told Palmer that “we
must surrender the palm to you Americans,” adding that he would
name the new discovery Palmer's Land in the charts published by his
government.

Not until the following century would it be established beyond
Question that the narrow panhandle of land Palmer had followed south
was part of the Antarctic Continent. In the nineteenth century, the gen-
eral assumption was that what we now call the Antarctic Peninsula was
a group. of istands just kike the South Shetlands above it. There were at
least two American sealers, however, who thought differently. In Feb-
ruary 1821, Captain John Davis from New Haven and Captain Christo-
pher Burdick from Nantucket mndependently recorded in their logbooks
their suspicions that what they saw to the south was something bigger
than an island. On February 15, Burdick wrote, “Land from the South to
ESE, which I suppose to be a centinent” Eight days earlier, Davis had
even gone to the rouble of rowing to shore, and his log provides the
earliest documented evidence of a landing on Antarctica, But sealers
were more interested in finding seals than in publicizing their naviga-
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tional accomplishments. Davis’s and Burdick’s voyages would go un-
heralded until the 1g50s, when their logbooks finally came to the atten-
tion of scholars in New Haven and Nantucket. _

By the mid-1820s, the South Shetlands had been stripped of seals,
and commercial interest in the region waned. The question of whether
a continent or a group of islands existed to the south would be left un-
resolved for decades to come. In the meantime, the sails of American
whalemen and béche-de-mer traders continued to whiten the waters of
the Great South Sea. As the need for reliable charts grew stronger, com-~
munities up and down the Atlantic seaboard began to insist that it was
time for the US. government to catch up to the achievements of its
mariners. In 1828 the citizens of Nantucket drafted 2 memorial to the
U.S. Congress: “Your petitioners consider it 2 matter of earnest impor-
tance that those seas should be explored; that they should be surveyed
i an accurate and authentic manner, and the position of new islands,
and reefs, and shoals, definitely ascertained.” :

In the tradition of Cook, it was time America launched an explor-
ing expedition of its own.



