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‘Battle of Ink and Ice’ Review: Cook
and Peary’s North Pole Race

In 1909, two rivalrous explorers each claimed to be the first to reach the
top of the world. In the end, neither could convince the public.

By Edward Kosner
June4,2023at4:22pmET
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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, O
degrees longitude.

His “Battle of Ink and Ice: A
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Battle of Ink and Ice: A Sensational Story of Modern Media” can be a challenge
of News Barons, North Pole Explorers, and for the reader, who may well get
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On his final dash to the pole, Cook’s only companions—and witnesses—were two 4, May Hiring Remains
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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.

Appeared in the June 5, 2023, print edition as "North Pole Or Bust!".
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