
Labyrinth of Ice
by Buddy Levy

On Sale: 12/03/2019
HC ISBN: 9781250182197

$29.99 US/ $39.99 Can  •  400 Pages
E-Book ISBN: 9781250182203

$14.99  •  336 Pages

What was the purpose of the Greely Expedition?
What surprised you the most about the living conditions for Greely and his
men at Fort Conger? 
What were some of the discoveries made by Greely and his men?
How do you think Greely managed to maintain morale and command
under the harsh environment, with over 135-days of near-total darkness?
Would you have joined Greely’s expedition if you lived back then--not
knowing what was in store for the explorers?
Were there any decisions that Greely made that you did not agree with?
What do you think is Greely’s greatest strength and his greatest weakness?
Greely’s expedition was tragic. What will haunt you the most after reading
this book?
Would you have resorted to cannibalism to survive?
If you were to pick one explorer that you would probably be the most like if
you had been a part of the expedition, who would it be and why would you
choose them?
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Buddy Levy's Responses to Book Discussion �uestions
The purpose of the Greely Expedition (formally known as The Lady Franklin Bay Expedition) was threefold. First,
Greely was to set up the northernmost of a chain of a dozen research stations around the Arctic, to simultaneously
collect magnetic, astronomical, and meteorological data. This was part of a revolutionary scientific mission named
the International Polar Year (two years, really)—a global effort to record data at the farthest reaches of the world
to better understand the earth’s climate. Second, Greely would search for and hopefully rescue the men of the lost
USS Jeannette, which had vanished two years earlier during an attempted voyage to the North Pole. Greely had
known Lt. Cdr. George W. De Long, the expedition’s leader, very well. He would try his best to find him. Third—
though definitely not last—Greely secretly intended to reach the North Pole; or, should he fall short, to attain
Farthest North, an explorer’s holy grail of the highest northern latitude, which had been held by the British for
three hundred years.
 
I was surprised by the undertaking of the longhouse they built and named Fort Conger. On the steamship
Proteus, which left them at Lady Franklin Bay, they’d brought along all the timber and building tools and materials
needed to construct a double-walled house sixty-five feet long, twenty-one feet wide, and fourteen feet tall. It was
the first of its kind. They had a kitchen, stoves for cooking and heating, quarters for the officers and bunk-rooms for
the men. In winter, they reinforced the double-walled insulation from the outside by cutting and stacking blocks of
ice. Even when the temperatures plunged to near minus-100 degrees Fahrenheit, inside the longhouse it was cozy
and warm. They brought enough food for a three-year stay, should that be necessary, including nearly thirty
thousand rations (a ration being one day’s allotment of food for one man) of various meats—pork and pemmican
(a high-calorie mixture of dried meat, melted fat, and often berries), bacon, ham, and mutton—as well as canned
salmon, cod, and crab meat. Greely had brought along some forty thousand rations of beans and rice, two
thousand pounds of potatoes packed in five-pound cans, and mixed vegetables in two-pound cans, including
pickles, onions, and beets. There were preserved peaches, molasses and syrup, canned pork and beef, as well as
foods known to thwart scurvy: immense quantities of dried fruits, damsons and other plums, and cranberry sauce.
They also brought many casks of rum, whose restorative properties were considered more necessity than luxury.
 
There were plenty of discoveries as well as achievements. Greely was proudest, perhaps, of their achievement of
“Farthest North,” a prize which England had held for three centuries. Greely’s intrepid adventurers James B.
Lockwood and David L. Brainard reached Lat. 83 degrees 24’ May 13-15, 1882. By doing so, they were also able to
conclude that the so-called Open Polar Sea—what was then believed to be open water near the North Pole, was in
fact sea ice.  The same pair traveled 437-miles in 31 days round trip, making first known crossing Grinnell Land
(Ellesmere Island, Canada) and discovering a fjord that led to the Arctic Ocean, thus proving that this land mass
was an island. On Greenland, they discovered and explored one hundred miles of new coastline, as Greely put it,
“never before trodden on by the foot of man,” adding much to the geographical record.
 
Greely was a pioneer in understanding and coping with the devastating psychological effects of extended stays in
polar regions, which often resulted in “cabin fever” and “polar madness,” –bouts of depression and mood
disturbances, insomnia, memory loss and violence and even suicide. During what was called "The Long Night,"
Greely and his men endured more than 130 days of consecutive darkness. During these long winters, Greely kept
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his men physically and mentally active. He instituted daily lectures and developed a tri-weekly “school” with
regular courses in mathematics, English grammar and spelling, and geography as well as meteorology. He
demanded daily exercise in addition to the required work, encouraging the men to hike among the hills and
mountains around the fort. To maintain morale and thwart depression, boredom, and anxiety, he organized
games, festivities, competitions, and evening entertainment through participation in music, singing, and even
performances in skits. Greely continued his one-to-two-hour-long lectures during their seven harrowing months in
the cramped confinement of Camp Clay at Cape Sabine. Greely painstakingly documented the behavior of his men
in his daily reports and journals, and his records demonstrated that a rigorous practice of continuous physical and
mental activity reduced the symptoms of a variety of conditions and syndromes for which psychologists now have
names, among them clinical depression, winter-over syndrome, Polar T3 syndrome (caused by a decrease in the
thyroid hormone T3), and seasonal affective disorder (or SAD, recurring major depression with a seasonal pattern,
caused by decreased exposure to sunlight).
 
I believe I would have joined the Greely Expedition if I’d lived back then and had the chance. I grew up in the
mountains of Idaho and have always loved outdoor adventure and pushing my physical and mental limits. Before
their luck ran out and circumstances turned the expedition into survival, the Greely members were on an
adventure of a lifetime. Some of the men went to places no humans had ever been, and some became national
heroes. So yeah, sign me up!
 
Greely had to make difficult decisions every day, and I admire greatly the steadfastness of his command. It’s easy
to say, with hindsight, that his decision to abandon Fort Conger and retreat south toward Cape Sabine was
disastrous. They had a year’s worth of food and a shelter. But the more I’ve thought about it, the more I understand
Greely’s rationale. His orders demanded that they strike for Cape Sabine, and Greely was a man who obeyed
military orders. He believed that relief would come there, and the plans and backup plans had provided for relief
at Cape Sabine. He had no way of knowing the series of unfortunate events that befell the relief missions and
ultimately doomed some of his own men.
 
Greely’s greatest strength was his leadership. He understood how to delegate, how to read men, and how to
maintain morale under the most trying conditions imaginable. His greatest weakness? I think perhaps he was too
lenient on a few of the men who were known to be stealing food for themselves. His compassion was actually
costly, as a few of these men (and one in particular) should have been dealt with more severely much earlier.
 
The Greely Expedition was triumphant but also deeply tragic. I will always be haunted by certain images, especially
those of the funerals held at Cemetery Hill, a rough scree slope near Camp Clay where the men clung tenuously to
life. The ground there was so hard that it was impossible for the starving and weakened men to properly bury their
dead, and the description of the burial scenes were deeply haunting. The men moved like ghouls through the dim
light, wind scouring everything around them to rock. David Brainard, who kept a daily diary, recorded the first
funeral with these words: “One cannot conceive of anything more unearthly—more weird and solemn— than this
ghostly procession of emaciated men moving slowly and silently away from their wretched ice-prison in the
uncertain light of the Arctic night, having in their midst a dead comrade about to be laid away forever in the frozen
ground.” I will also be haunted by the fact that Greely and his men were so, so close to salvation. For many months

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 



they were just 20-miles away from a small Greenlandic settlement where the indigenous people would have fed
and sheltered them and kept them safe and alive until relief finally came. But the conditions of the ice in the Smith
Sound prevented them from crossing—they would have died out there in the ice-choked sea. The images of the
men peering across the sound through telescopes and binoculars, hoping and praying for a chance to cross, remain
with me and always will.
 
I’m a carnivore, and I think that under the circumstances, I would have resorted to cannibalism to survive. It’s
strange to ponder it, but I did so many times while writing the book. These men endured such tremendous
hardship and hunger—and when their food stores ran out, some did what they felt they had to do to live just a
little longer. Even one more day sustained the hope that they would be rescued. I think I would have figured out a
way to justify the act—and I know for certain which expedition member I would have consumed. That’s a teaser.
 
The explorer I’d hope to be the most like would be David Brainard. He always wanted to go on the discovery
explorations, was always ready for the challenge and he had a profound sense of adventure. I’d hope to have his
tenacity of spirit, his strength and stamina in the field, and his good humor. He faced danger with a fearlessness
that very few people possess. I’d like to have such fearlessness. Brainard was also a very good writer. I Iike that
about him a lot!
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