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Widdowson and Howard also fail in their own reflexivity. If 
authors do not reveal their own partiality, readers should be 
cautious about accepting their arguments and conclusions. 
In this book, some arguments and conclusions are extraor-
dinarily astute, while others seem to offer little more than 
unreflexive accounts of the “aboriginal industry.” One can 
only wonder how much more powerful the dialogue would 
have been if the authors could have situated their own sub-
jectivity within the narrative (i.e., acknowledged that they 
have also benefited from the aboriginal industry). 

Although the conceptual and theoretical overviews (i.e., 
postmodernism) and arguments lack academic rigor and 
consistency, Widdowson and Howard’s message regard-
ing poverty, rights vs. responsibility, and various forms of 
abuse deserves diligent consideration. Their familiarity 
with pertinent issues within aboriginal studies and govern-
ance cannot, nor should it be, dismissed. Their approach 
serves these intentions well, and attuned readers should be 
encouraged to draw out relevant considerations that may 
supplement and flesh out theory. The conclusion resembles 
the book by Saul (2008), which encourages Canadians to 
re-examine their history and celebrate the Métisage of our 
socio-cultural and political fabric. 

If we are to address the narratives of the victims and sur-
vivors in aboriginal society, while celebrating healers and 
success cases, we will need to move away from confron-
tational and divisive dialogues and promote forums where 
difficult issues like some of those outlined in this book can 
be addressed in an environment of mutual respect and tol-
erance. These forums should foster discussions, while also 
celebrating successes and empowerment. 
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The author of Abandoned in the Arctic, Dr. Geoffrey E. 
Clark, first became fascinated by the story of Adolphus W. 
Greely and the Lady Franklin Bay Expedition following a 
visit to Ellesmere Island in 1988. Dr. Clark’s research into 
the history of the expedition and its tragic conclusion for 
most of the members led to additional trips north, culmi-
nating in a retracing in 2004 of the Greely party’s retreat 
southward from Fort Conger to Pim Island.

In the book, the author describes the bizarre sequence 
of events that brought Greely and his expedition to Lady 
Franklin Bay on the northeast coast of Ellesmere Island 
in August 1881. The book begins with a brief outline of 
Greely’s early years, his enlistment as a volunteer in the 
Army, and his part in the American Civil War. After the 
war, Greely continued his military career in the newly 
established U.S. Signal Corps, where he came to the atten-
tion of Captain William Henry Howgate, a tireless promoter 
of establishing an Arctic research station. The proposed 
station, to be run by the Signal Corps, was to be located 
in Lady Franklin Bay on the northeast coast of Ellesmere 
Island. At this site, members of the British Arctic Expedi-
tion under the command of George Nares had discovered 
seams of coal during their wintering in the area between 
1875 and 1876. As it turned out, Howgate’s plans collapsed, 
following discovery of his embezzlement of Signal Corps 
funds. However, most opportunely, an Austrian Naval 
officer, Karl Weyprecht, was just then promoting an inter-
national programme of polar research. The United States 
became part of the International Polar Commission, and 
Congress adopted Howgate’s plans as part of the American 
involvement in the First International Polar Year. Lieuten-
ant Greely, who was to have led the Howgate expedition, 
was appointed to lead the Lady Franklin Bay expedition.  

During the British Arctic Expedition, Sir George Nares 
had brought his two ships, HMS Alert and HMS Discovery, 
through the Kane Basin and Kennedy Channel to northern 
Ellesmere Island and the edge of the Polar Basin. Getting 
both ships that far north was an extraordinary feat, as was 
the successful return of both vessels to the south the fol-
lowing summer. Now, five years later, replicating Nares’s 
successful voyage, Greely brought his expedition vessel, 
Proteus, to the wintering place used earlier by Discovery. 
Close to shore, amidst supplies and refuse left behind by the 
British Arctic Expedition, Greely and his men erected an 
impressively large expedition house. They named the place 
Fort Conger. 

In brief and well-illustrated sections, the author high-
lights the many extraordinary episodes of the Greely expe-
dition: the establishment of Fort Conger, Lt. Kislingbury’s 
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desperate and unsuccessful attempt to reach the depart-
ing Proteus as she headed south, the personality clashes in 
close quarters, and the surpassing of the British “Farthest 
North” by a few miles. According to expedition plans, a 
supply ship, the Neptune, was scheduled to reach Fort Con-
ger during the summer of 1882; however, after failing to get 
through the Kennedy Channel, it cached only a small part 
of its precious cargo and headed back south. During the 
summer of 1883, a second relief expedition was sent north. 
The lead ship, Proteus, was crushed in the pack ice just east 
of the Bache Peninsula: the crew barely managed to escape 
with a minimum of supplies, which they later cached on 
nearby Pim Island. Failure of the supply and relief ships to 
reach Fort Conger resulted in Greely’s often second-guessed 
decision to abandon the station in the fall of 1883 and strug-
gle southward along the Ellesmere Island coast in search of 
supplies and rescue. The epic journey from Fort Conger to 
what became their final camp on Pim Island lasted nearly 
two months. Only seven men survived the winter on Pim 
Island, and one them died onboard Commander Schley’s 
ship, Thetis, following their rescue. The survivors were 
taken to St. John’s, Newfoundland, and subsequently to 
Portsmouth, New Hampshire, where they arrived to a cel-
ebratory reception on 2 August 1884.

It is no wonder that the desperate retreat from Fort  
Conger caught the author’s attention, providing the material 
for the adventuresome 2004 re-enactment, superbly pre-
sented in the documentary. The six-person expedition party, 
using three kayaks, was led by Stephen Smith, a biologist 
and seasoned Arctic kayak tour leader. One of the expedi-
tion members was James Shedd, a great-great-grandson of 
Adolphus Greely.

The retracing of the retreat south in kayaks was a dan-
gerous undertaking. Having traveled (albeit in a zodiac 
inflatable boat) in the icy waters off the east coast of Elles-
mere Island,  I can attest to the dangers of sudden and 
deceptively swift movement of ice floes. The danger of 
traveling in small crafts in this part of the Arctic was sud-
denly thrust upon the expedition when the adventurer- 
videographer, Scott Simper, was suddenly pinned in his 
kayak between the rocky ice foot and a large ice floe. The 
kayak was crushed, and Scott was severely injured and 
medically evacuated south. James Shedd took over as vid-
eographer until the party reached Pim Island.

The documentary version of Abandoned in the Arctic, 
scripted, produced, and directed by Gino Del Guercio, is 
excellent. The re-enactment scenes on Pim Island are not 
overdone, and the appearance of Greely’s great-great-grand-
son, wearing Greely’s glasses, adds a marvelous element 
to the presentation of this intriguing event in the history 
of Arctic exploration. The book and the documentary film 
explore the issue of cannibalism on Pim Island and the 
U.S. Government’s attempts to cover up the evidence that 
had been so obvious to the rescue party when the bodies 
were retrieved from the shallow graves on Pim Island. For 
the reader and viewer noticing the absence of any mention 
of the first two stone dwellings constructed by the Greely 

party at Cape Wade (Eskimo Point) south of Pim Island, 
the 2004 expedition was aimed primarily at producing the 
documentary film about the Greely story and the epic jour-
ney that ended so tragically on Pim Island. The book is well 
written and illustrated, and the film production is superb. 
For anyone interested in the Arctic, its history, and its spec-
tacular scenery, I highly recommend this documentary film 
and its accompanying book. 
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