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 First Man 
Henson must go all the way. 

I can’t make it there without him. 
Robert E. Peary, 1909

MANY TEENAGERS RUN AWAY  
from home. Most don’t make it much past 
the corner convenience store. 
   But when eleven-year old Matthew 
Henson left his home near Washington D.C. 
late one night in 1879, fleeing racial 
violence and an abusive stepmother, he 
made it all the way to the ends of the Earth.
   After working for a year washing dishes in 
a nearby restaurant, Henson walked all the 
way to Baltimore, where he was hired as a 
cabin boy on a merchant marine ship. 
For the next several years, he sailed around 
the world mastering his seamanship skills, 
before returning to Washington in 1883 and 
finding work as a clerk in a clothing store.  
   One day, a man named Robert Peary 
walked into the shop, hoping to sell some 
pelts he had collected on his travels to 
Greenland as a U.S. Navy lieutenant.

Henson and four Inuit guides, photo by Robert Peary, 1909

  Peary struck up a conversation, and before 
long, Hanson was accompanying him on his 
expeditions as his personal valet (although 
in reality, Peary treated him as little more 
than his hired servant). The two would spend 
the next twenty years together, leading 

gruelling expeditions to Central America, 
Greenland, and the Far North of Canada. 
   While exploring the Arctic with Peary, 
Henson traded with the indigenous Inuit 
people, becoming the first outsider to learn 
their language, customs, and native survival 
skills that would serve him well in coming 
years. As a seasoned navigator, craftsman, 
and all-purpose assistant on these trips, 
Henson proved to be invaluable to Peary, 
becoming known to other expedition 
members as his indispensable ‘First Man.’
   Peary was obsessed with attaining fame as 
the first explorer to reach the North Pole—
an ambitious goal that had taken the lives of 
some 756 men—and the two made several 
aborted attempts between 1895 and 1902.   



   During one trip, the explorers suffered 
from extreme bad weather and illness, and 
were forced to eat some of their sled dogs to 
survive. Without the help of Henson of his 
Inuit friends, it’s unlikely Peary would have 
survived. During a penultimate attempt in 
1905, Peary claimed to have reached the 
furthest point north yet (his claim is much 
disputed), but still the Pole eluded him.
   In 1908, Peary and Henson mounted an 
eighth and final attempt to reach the Pole. 
Leaving their ship Roosevelt at Canada’s 
northernmost tip in February 1909, they 
embarked on the final 413 nautical miles, 
with 49 natives, 246 sled dogs, and tons of 
equipment, coal, whale meat and other food 
and supplies to be cached in igloos by Inuit 
teams along the long trek to the Pole. 
   After three weeks enduring weather that 
dipped to minus 65 degrees F—and poten-
tially fatal falls by both Peary and Henson 
through the ice into freezing water—Peary 
began cutting down the size of the crew. 
By April, only Peary, Henson, four Inuit and 
a team of 30 sled dogs remained to race the 
last 170 miles. By this time, the exhausted 
Peary had suffered severe frostbite in his 
toes and was unable to walk. Confined to a 
sledge and pulled the remaining distance, he 
was little more than human baggage, 
leaving Henson and two Inuit to forge ahead 
to break a trail for him through the ice.   
   At one point, Henson realised that he had 
overshot his target, and after doubling back 
to follow his footsteps, found that he already 
reached the Pole. It was April 6, 1909.
   Henson planted an American flag and 
waited for Peary and the others, who arrived 
45 minutes later. Furious that Henson had 
inadvertently beaten him to the Pole, Peary 
hardly spoke with him on the return trip.
   When they arrived back in New York six 
months later, Peary was met with great 
fanfare—celebrated everywhere he went, 
showered with awards and accolades, and 
granted a generous federal pension.

   Henson—being an African American and 
having technically only been Peary’s hired 

servant—was virtually ignored. For the next 
30 years he worked as a lowly clerk at the 
U.S. Customs House, and was only belatedly 
honored decades later, receiving—among 
other awards—a ‘Peary Polar Expedition 
Medal.’ (Henson died in 1955. His remains 
are interred in Arlington National Cemetery, 
near a conspicuous monument to Peary.)
   Peary is still commonly known as the first 
explorer to reach the North Pole, despite 
Henson having actually preceded him. 
In fact, without Henson’s survival skills and 

rapport with the Inuit (whom Peary himself 
frequently disparaged and routinely 
exploited) Peary would doubtless never 
have set a frostbitten foot there. The 1909 
expedition was every bit Henson’s achieve-
ment as Peary’s—in fact, arguably more so.
   Peary’s own notoriety was tarnished by 
the widely reported claim of a former milk-
man, Frederick Cook, that he had reached 
the Pole in 1908, almost a full year before 
Peary. (Ironically, Cook was the physician 
on Peary’s ill-fated 1891 Greenland expedi-
tion, setting the explorer’s broken leg and, 
like Henson, probably also saving his life.)
   But neither Peary’s nor Cook’s claim were 
backed by adequate navigational records or 
lasting physical evidence at the Pole—which 
lies on drifting sea ice—and for years both 
claims were in dispute. Finally, in the late 
1980s, separate official and non-official 
investigations concluded that most likely, 
both explorers fell well short of their goal.
   In fact, the first men with an undisputed 
claim to having reached the North Pole in 
the manner of Peary and Henson—hauling 
all their supplies along with them—were 
Richard Weber and Mikhail Malakov in 1995. 
(Weber repeated the feat five more times, 
once on skis and once on snowshoes.) 
   But times had changed, and like Henson, 
the duo received little notoriety for their 
remarkable, 108-day feat of endurance. ◾


