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Frederick Cook (1865-1940) claimed to have been the first person to reach the North Pole. PHOTO:
BETTMANN ARCHIVE

If New York’s media elite of the late Gilded Age ever sat down for a banquet at
Delmonico’s, you might find Horace Greeley of the Tribune, Adolph Ochs of the
Times, Joseph Pulitzer of the World, William Randolph Hearst of the Evening
Journal and Charles Dana of the Sun gathered at the table. They’d be washing
down their oysters with champagne and dishing on their conveniently absent
rival James Gordon Bennett Jr., publisher of the mighty Herald, off cruising the
Med in his 314-foot superyacht, the Lysistrata.

After that they’d spar over whose sponsored explorer would get to the North
Pole first—and prove it. The Spanish-American War was over, and triumphant
Americans had set their sights on putting a man on top of the world—their
equivalent of the mid-20th century’s race to the moon.

Now, Darrell Hartman, a journalist and member of the Explorers Club, has
combined the saga of the jostling press lords with the narrative of the
sometimes-deadly competition to plant a banner at 90 degrees North latitude, 0
degrees longitude.

His “Battle of Ink and Ice: A
Sensational Story of News Barons,
North Pole Explorers, and the Making
of Modern Media” can be a challenge
for the reader, who may well get
snowbound in a blizzard of mounting
detail. Still, like reaching the pole
itself, the journey is rewarding as Mr.
Hartman adroitly re-animates a
colorful and courageous era in
American history.

The stars of Mr. Hartman’s account
are the innovative, cosmopolitan and
sporting James G. Bennett, now
almost forgotten, and the era’s two
premier explorers: Commdr. Robert
E. Peary, a naval engineer who’d
made eight expeditions to the pole
before claiming to reach it, and
Frederick A. Cook, a surgeon and a
veteran of both Arctic and Antarctic
treks, who had once been a member
of Peary’s crew. On Sept. 1, 1909,
Cook reported that he’d reached the

pole on April 21, 1908. He was being acclaimed after a long journey back to
civilization when, eight days later, Peary, also long-unheard-from, cabled that
he’d reached the pole, too.

Tall and imperious, Bennett was one of the most flamboyant figures of a gaudy
age. At 26 he’d inherited the rambunctious Herald—then the most profitable
paper in the country—from his Scottish-immigrant father. Junior scored his
greatest triumph early: In 1869, he’d dispatched the intrepid Henry Morton
Stanley to find the “lost” Dr. David Livingston in deepest Africa—the scoop of the
century.

A yacht-racing clubman, young Bennett would get plastered on a couple of
glasses of champagne and make a spectacle of himself. In 1877, he scandalized
his fiancée when he weaved into her New Year’s Day open-house reception,
promptly peed in the fireplace (or piano, the reports conflict), and was later
beaten up by her brother.

The disgraced bachelor soon abandoned New York for France, from where he ran
his paper with a firm hand and huge cable budget. When not messing about in
boats, Mr. Hartman writes, “Bennett oversaw operations . . . with all the whimsy
and grandiosity of a fairy-tale monarch.” “Uncowed” by organized religion, he
once denounced the pope, who had yet to name an American cardinal, as “a
decrepit, licentious, stupid, Italian blockhead.” By contrast, Bennett’s principal
adversary in the polar wars was the modest Jewish family man Ochs, who came
to New York from Chattanooga, Tenn. Ochs had bought into the Times in 1896,
made it a model of serious journalism, and founded the dynasty that still
controls the paper today.

The Cook-Peary race to the pole started amid hoopla and ended in squalid
controversy. In 1906, Cook claimed to be the first to scale the tallest mountain in
North America, the 20,300-foot Mount McKinley (now Denali) in Alaska. Not
long after, he cut an exclusive deal with Bennett’s Herald, set off for the pole
across Greenland, and wasn’t heard from directly for two more years. In 1907, the
better-financed, better-equipped Peary headed north again, this time under the
aegis of Ochs’s Times. On previous forays, he’d lost eight toes to frostbite and
established a base 200 miles from his goal.

On his final dash to the pole, Cook’s only companions—and witnesses—were two
young Inuit, Etukishuk and Ahwelah. Cook described the pole as “a cheerless
spot” and took some pictures. But he left his sextants and other instruments, his
location calculations and daily diary, stashed safely in a camp structure and
started the long journey to Denmark, which then governed Greenland. In
Copenhagen, Frederick VIII hailed him, as did the scientific authorities charged
to certify his feat once he turned over his data. Cook cabled a long account to the
Herald, which splashed it all over page one and paid him the equivalent of $1
million in today’s money.

Peary cabled his claim on Sept. 9, 1909, and returned to New York. The Times
headlined his dramatic story, and the National Geographic Society celebrated
him. But soon, Mr. Hartman writes, Peary broke the explorers’ code of honor and
accused Cook of faking his discovery of the pole.

The controversy dragged on for years. The Herald and the Times backed their
champions and spread dirt on their adversaries. Inevitably, it all turned political,
with ex-President Teddy Roosevelt and his fellow Republicans staunchly for
Peary-Ochs and William Jennings Bryan and the Democrats firmly in Cook-
Bennett’s corner. Under questioning, Etukishuk and Ahwelah said that they
turned west with Cook 200 miles short of the pole. Cook’s documentation turned
out to be so flimsy that the Danish authorities withheld certification. Peary’s was
thin, too, and his claim was generally discredited, the consensus being that he
missed his goal by 30 to 60 miles. His reputation in tatters, Cook went into the oil
business—and ultimately to prison for a Ponzi-ish scheme out West. Peary died
in 1920, at age 63.

In the end, the only unchallenged claim to be first to the pole went to the
daredevil Norwegian Roald Amundsen, who’d been the first to reach the South
Pole, in 1911. Fifteen years later, on May 12, 1926, Amundsen flew over the North
Pole with a group of other explorers in the airship Norge and was lavishly lauded
by, yes, the New York Times.
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Mr. Kosner was the editor of Newsweek, New York, Esquire and the New York
Daily News.
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