Rough Weather All Day:

A Firsthand Account of the Jeannette Search Expedition, 1881–1882
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n the late 1870s, a fascination with
the exploits and perils of the unknown Arctic was taking the nation
by storm. Newspapermen, among
them New York Herald owner James
Gordon Bennett Jr., sold papers with news
stories rife with danger, human suffering,
and heroism. But Bennett was not only a
savvy publisher, he was an Arctic enthusiast in his own right. In 1878 he purchased
a three-masted steam-powered barque, a
former British naval vessel, and through a
joint expedition with the US Navy, commissioned her to sail to the Arctic in hopes
of reaching the North Pole. When the ship
returned, its crew would tell the world—or
the readers of the New York Herald at any
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The Jeannette as she looked in 1878, just before she departed France for San Francisco, where
she would be outfitted and reinforced for Arctic voyaging.

Patrick Cahill (1848–1931) was a 32-yearold married father of four in 1880 when he
joined the navy as a machinist’s mate. The
following spring, he volunteered to join the
crew of a rescue mission that was being put
together to go after USS Jeannette, a polar
expedition that had gone missing in the Arctic.

rate—just what was to be found there. Renamed USS Jeannette after Bennett’s sister,
the ship sailed from Europe to Mare Island
Shipyard in San Francisco to prepare for
her Arctic voyage. New boilers were installed and the hull was reinforced to
strengthen her ability to maneuver through
the ice pack they were sure to encounter.
Manned by a crew of US Navy volunteers
and under the command of Lt. Cmdr.
George W. DeLong, Jeannette departed San
Francisco on 8 July 1879, bound for the
North Pole. Her planned course would take
her through the Bering Strait and into the
Arctic Ocean, then westward to Wrangel
Island above Siberia. From that remote
outpost, she was to sail northwards to the
Pole. She sailed, instead, into oblivion.
It was not uncommon in those days,
long before the advent of radio, for a vessel
to be out of touch with the rest of the world

for extended periods of time, but when the
next spring came and no word of “all well”
had been sent home by a passing whaler,
the navy began to worry about the Jeannette. Newspapers across the country
sounded the alarm, and soon the citizenry
became wrapped up in the story of the
missing expedition. Finally, in March of
1881, Congress appropriated funds to purchase and fit out a vessel to go search for
the ship and her crew.
These events took place in the middle
of the navy’s long transition from sail to
steam, which changed not only the design
and operation of its ships but also the
makeup of a ship’s crew. Rather than focus
on the sails overhead, it was the engineering department down below that kept the
ship going day and night, through every
watch, from port to port. These early marine steam engines were complicated affairs,
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Mare Island Naval Shipyard, 1880. Both the Jeannette (1879) and USS Rodgers (1881) were sent to the Mare Island Naval Shipyard north
of San Francisco on San Pablo Bay in preparation for their respective Arctic expeditions.
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The men on USS Independence
cheered as we sailed by and must
have been very much surprised to
hear the crew of the “Rodgers” singing a “Shantee,” as it is not allowed
by the US navy officers, but everything goes to-day, even the tide is
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(above) San Francisco, 1880. View is to the northeast, toward San Pablo Bay.
(below) The former steam whaler Mary and Helen, renamed USS Rodgers, preparing to
depart the California Coast, bound for the Arctic in 1881.
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prone to minor problems requiring the
constant attention of a specialist. The task
of oiling, adjusting, mending, forging, and
rebuilding the engines and auxiliary systems fell to the machinist’s mate. In the
spring of 1881, when word passed through
the navy seeking volunteers for the hazardous duty going after Jeannette, a young
machinist’s mate, Patrick Cahill, answered
the call.
The navy purchased a new steam whaler named Mary and Helen and sent her to
Mare Island, where, like USS Jeannette, her
hull would be reinforced before heading
into the polar ice. Renamed USS Rodgers,
the 155-foot vessel was steam powered but
carried “a great spread of sail” across three
masts. Her crew was going to need that
canvas; though only two years old, her
boilers and steam engines were always on
the verge of breakdown and in constant
need of repair.
Before departing for the Arctic, Patrick
Cahill contacted the San Francisco Chronicle and offered to act as its correspondent
during the voyage. “I explained that I had
never tried this kind of work, but agreed
to do so if anything worth recording happened,” he later wrote. Although Cahill
kept daily notes about the expedition, he
makes no mention of sending them home
via telegraph or passing ship. Evidently,
they didn’t make it to the States before he
did, and remained instead in rough manuscript form. Patrick Cahill’s log, like the
formal ship’s log, recounts the days’ events
in succession, without fail, whether they
were tumultuous— like the day the ship
burned to the waterline—or mundane. In
either case, he is never short on detail, and
it is in those details, in his wry commentaries and acerbic observations on the foibles
of his companions, that the true charm of
his narrative comes through.
USS Rodgers departed Mare Island Navy
Yard on 16 June, headed for Petropavlovsk
in Russia, their first port of call.

with us. After starting main shaft,
box heated and we stopped about
ten minutes to cool it off, then
started again. I had charge of the
engine room.
No one could have known that their
venture, and the Jeanette—the object of
their search—were already doomed. The
missing ship had been trapped in the sea
ice in the Arctic Ocean since 6 September
1879. She was damaged but still afloat in
May of 1881, carried by the drift and current to a new “farthest north.” It was an
honor most of her men would not survive
long enough to claim; a few days before

USS Rodgers departed, the sea ice crushed
Jeannette and she sank in the East Siberian
Sea. Her crew took to the ice, taking three
ship’s boats for when they would reach open
water. Of the thirty-three men who embarked on the expedition, twenty would
perish, including their captain.
[16 June 1881] Several vessels, the
Sausalito, Hartley, Gov. Irwin, and
Holyoke, with friends and music accompanied us as far as Fort Point,
and flags were dipped and whistles
blown as we sailed by, and hundreds
of people lined the wharves, cheering us as we sailed by.
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The first two legs of the trip were anything
but comfortable.
[17 June] Very rough and stormy all
day. A big sea came on board and
got in the forecastle and done lots
of damage to the sailor’s bunks and
clothing. I overhauled the hoisting
engine to-day; put it in order for
work; had to fix bearing. Carpenter
is getting to be a nuisance in our
room; there are five us in a room 7
x 10, and he should be taken to [sick]
bay... I think going to sea isn’t his
strong point. [June 28] Engine run
all day and we shipped a big sea; it
came into our room and floated sea
chest and loose bedding all around
washed up to DeTracey’s bunk. It

began to clear up toward evening.
Our poor carpenter thinks he will
never get well.
They sailed through the Bering Strait, stopping first at Herald Island. “Boat returned
and reported no trace of any men ever having visited the Island. A board was put up
marked USS Rodgers, date Aug. 24, 1881,
Robt. Berry, Commander. The island is
alive with birds of all kinds, geese and ducks
have nests, and gulls are very numerous
and act as if they were never hunted. We
could hit them with our oar, they were so
near to us.” The expedition reached Wrangel Island the following day, landing three
parties to explore the place, looking for
signs of the missing ship. Cahill was not
among them; the machinist’s mate had

more important things to do. “Again had
the day’s duty on ship; worked all day on
the boiler; it is full of patches and plugs
now.”
[24 August] Lookout has been up
in the crow’s nest watching for the
survey parties. I find the men begin
growling and want to run things.
There are twenty-five very good
seamen on this ship, but a continual growl is a regular thing.
Several fights have occurred since
my row with Rhode. Our officers
are very nice about this and walk
away so as not to witness an encounter. I think the only way to
settle things on board ship is to let
the men fight it out.

USS Rodgers first called at Petropavlovsk on the Kamchatka Peninsula on its way to the Chukchi Sea via the Bering Strait. The ship
stopped at both Wrangel and Herald Islands looking for the missing Jeannette before heading to St. Lawrence Bay in Eastern Siberia.
It was there that they would lose their own vessel.
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[1 October] The storm increases to
a gale, and we hove to and rode it
out. This is one of the worst days we
have had; many of the men are sick.
Water at times one foot deep on the
floor…. It was all a man’s life was
worth to be on deck; too dark to see
anything; carried away the jib; it ran
up the masthead, and continued to
flap and shake until it tore off. We
will remember this night until a
worse one comes.
The Rodgers called at St. Lawrence Bay and,
preparing to take up winter quarters, made
the acquaintance of the native Siberians.
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No trace of the Jeannette. Dense ice
pack blocked the way northwards and prevented much exploring or discovery in that
direction. Still, the Rodgers set a record.
[September 20] “At day break cast loose
from ice, and began to butt around in the
pack—once ran heavily into a projecting
piece of field ice; it was fast getting foggy
and cloudy… Today we reached the farthest
point North that any vessel on this side has
gone, 73° 45’. The ice was now all around
us, solid to the north—no sign of a lead
could be seen.” With winter closing in and
still no sign of the Jeannette, the Rodgers
retreated back along the coast. The passage
was particularly difficult.

The fire down below soon got out of control. In time the cartridges and powder in the hold
exploded and sent flames up the masts and tarred rigging, igniting the sails aloft.
[20 October] Men, women, and
children come here, day after day,
and sit on the deck getting what they
can to eat. We give them all we can,
but there are so many of them, that

some of them have to go hungry…
They are very inquisitive, ask how
many men, rifles, big guns; how
much powder and lead we have; how
much feed there is on board, and are
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Natives of East Cape Village, Siberia, 1885. The houses pictured are similar to the yarangas
that the crew from USS Rodgers shared with the Chukchi during the winter of 1881–82.
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entirely puzzled about this ship; it is
not a whaler or a trade vessel—the
only kinds of ships they have any
idea of. It makes us feel a little
squirmish to see such a lot of natives
take note of everything so minutely;
there are hundreds of them in the
neighborhood, some desperate men.
In the early morning of 30 November, disaster struck.
At 8:45am smoke came up the pipe
from the chain locker, and Morgan
went aft and reported the ship on
fire in the forehold…the fire pumps
had been disconnected to keep them
from freezing…. For a time it seemed
as if we were gaining on the fire, but
it finally drove the men from between decks; then the hatchways
were battened down and sail made
to run the ship into shallow water
to scuttle her…. We were then ordered to launch the boats, and every
man that was able to do anything
took hold; all the boats were gotten
over, and the officers and men got
the few clothes they had saved into
their boats. There was some pemican, flour, beans, sugar, and coffee,
enough for fifteen days’ rations,
saved and got into the boats…. It
was a grand sight, one long to be
remembered by us who witnessed it,
to see the burning vessel; thousands
of cartridges were stored in the hold,
and, as the fire reached them, they
were exploded. Steam was not blowing off from the main and donkey
boilers, the fire room and decks being in a blaze; the fire was running
up the rigging; masts, yards and sail
were in a blaze; the reports when oil,
alcohol, or powder was exploded,
and sheets of flame sweeping the
entire length of the ship—all helped
to make a grand picture.
All the men made it safely to shore, with
the few supplies they were able to salvage.
They would be spending the winter in Siberia with the natives, a true culture shock
to both sides of the arrangement. Neither
the host peoples nor their uninvited guests
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were prepared for their sudden cohabitation, but both sides made the best of it. The
native Tchoutkichi (also spelled Chukchi)
people—“Chook-Chees” to the sailors—
lived in low hide-covered huts gathered
into small isolated villages scattered around
the barren land of far-eastern Siberia. For
centuries they had managed a subsistencelevel existence on the meager resources of
the land and sea. Starvation was a given
threat through the long harsh winters, when
the scarce game was barely enough to sustain their own population. Now they were
expected—and willing—to share what
little they had in food and shelter with
thirty-six American seamen and their Russian dog driver while they waited for the
return of the whaling fleet the following
spring.
There was not enough of either to go
around. The men crowded into the existing
“yaranga” huts in four isolated villages,
making their beds in the cramped quarters
amid the squalor and forced intimacy of
family life in huts too small in floor plan
to accommodate everyone.
[2 December] I went to Ranaow’s
hut; the snow was brushed off my
clothes.... My boots and pants I took
off in the outer part of the hut; then
I followed the native, crawling under
the deerskin curtain to the only
room the hut contained. All the
inmates, three women, two men and
four children were naked. It was
very warm in this place, and the
smell was sickening. [1 January
1882] Our hut is ten feet by seven
deep and five feet high; one can’t
stand up in it; eight people sleep
here on an average; I have slept or
tried to sleep when there were fourteen in the room, with an open
bucket used by all for a water closet
all the long night, from 5:30pm till
9am—fifteen hours and a half.
Cahill’s notes preserved insights into
native customs. On hygiene: “It is one of
their habits to wash their bodies and all
cooking utensils, even the tin and spoons
we have to eat from, in urine; I told the old
woman not to wash my spoon or tin in
urine, so now she cleans them with her
tongue.” On nutrition: “At night I ate a

mess of stuff that I thought very tender, and
noticed it was quite slimy; felt kind of sick
after eating; asked what it was. Tuccare said
it was young walrus. So it was, but it had
never been born. I vomited it up and felt
better.” On medicine, life, and death: “Early this morning the natives strangled an old
man; his boy was sick, and they think to
save the boy’s life by giving death to another victim.”
The threat of starvation was a constant
companion throughout the winter. Cahill
suffered and nearly died from scurvy, but
he never stopped keeping his daily record
of the events and people around him. [February 28] “I have to keep in bed today…
Another month gone.” [March 8] “We have
no ambition to read and I am too ill to think
of any subject long at a time. This part of
the Search Expedition wasn’t figured in.”
In May of 1882, the New Bedford
whaler North Star on its way north to the
Bering fishery found the stranded sailors
and brought them off. Most of the crew
transferred to USS Corwin for the return
to San Francisco. Cahill recovered from his
near-death experience from scurvy and returned to the East Coast. He left the navy,
packed up his family, and they moved to
California. Forty-two years after the event,
a reporter for the Oakland Tribune settled
him in for an extended interview to enlarge
upon his experiences as an Arctic explorer.
His recollections as reported in the paper
sometimes seem more elaborate, even more
lurid than the words of his diary kept in
the field. But then, the object from the beginning always was to sell newspapers.
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