A Dundee Ship in Canada'sArctic: SS Diana and
William Wakeham's Expedition of 1897

Mario Mimeault

SS Diana left Halifax at 1 PM on 3 June 1897 and set sail to the northeast. The next day the
master turned the vessel north; after sailing for some days along the west coast of
Newfoundland, Diana crossed the Strait of Belle Isle and proceeded up the Labrador coast
to the Hudson Strait. The commander, Dr. William Wakeham, had been given a two-fold
mission by the Canadian government.' The first was to examine navigation conditions in the
Strait and to determine the months during which it was ice-free. The answer would provide
possible solutions to a number of policy issues. The completion of the Canadian Pacific
Railway (CPR) in 1885 had created a potential east-west economic axis, and Manitoba and
the Northwest Territories were demanding a new railway to connect the CPR with Hudson's
Bay. From Churchill, they wanted a shipping line directly to the Atlantic. But greater
knowledge of conditions in Hudson's Bay and its entrance was necessary before the project
could begin.

Wakeham's second task was to assert Canadian sovereignty over the Arctic land
masses. But the meaning was shrouded in ambiguity: was the real intent to gain interational
recognition of Canada's authority over Arctic land or to assure control over the region's
maritime passages? Today these two issues are separate, but it is less clear in the past. To
complicate matters, in 1893 Wakeham had been asked by the government to be joint chair
of a Canadian-American commission to adjudicate disputes over maritime boundaries. This
previous experience suggests at the very least that Wakeham must have been aware of these
issues when he sailed north.’

Yet al information points to the conclusion that Commander Wakeham was
mandated quite simply to affirm Canadian rights over Arctic lands. This article will not only
address this issue but aso demonstrate the significance of Wakeham's assertion of Canadian
sovereignty. While most studies of the Arctic tell us much about the great figures who
travelled these waters, few actually discuss the personnel on the voyages or the vessel; |
intend to do both. Thus, this article considers the main points of the voyage and relates the
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circumstances surrounding the Canadian government's assertion of ownership over the
Arctic lands visited by Wakeham.

The Commander and His Crew

Dr. William Wakeham had enjoyed success in his medical career before becoming a civil
servant in the Canadian Department of Fisheries. After joining the government service, he
gained an enviable reputation as Inspector of Fisheries in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and along
the coast of Labrador. In this role he commanded the steamer La Canadienne on patrol off
the east coast and took advantage of the opportunity to bring medical care to the isolated
coastal populace. Duly mandated as a police commissioner, he made adjudicated disputes
between fishermen and planters; distributed fishing permits; and maintained order by hiring,
when necessary, a team of well-armed men. As a representative of the government, it was
his job to assure that international treaties covering fishing activities in the Gulf were
respected. It was while patrolling the Gulf that the government asked him to make his
mission to the Arctic.'

The Ministry of Marine and Fisheries assigned seasoned personnel to assist Dr.
Wakeham in his task. These men were chosen not only with the upcoming mission in mind
but also for their experience in northern navigation. Few men in Canada had such experience
because Canadian sailors most often sailed to Europe or South America. It thus became
necessary to look elsewhere for the officers. As a result, the government turned to
Newfoundland, British Columbia and other parts of the British Empire.

Captain James Joy of St. John's accepted the position of sailing master. He had
made numerous voyages in northern waters on sealing vessels and had served as ice master
on several ships similar to the Dundee vessels. Hunting expeditions aboard SS Nimrod had
given him the expertise necessary to assist Wakeham in studying ice movements in the
Hudson Strait.' The navigating officer on Diana, Captain William Henry Whiteley, wasalso a
native of Newfoundland. He had served on sealing expeditions under Captain Samuel
Blandford who, it seems, recommended him to the government. In the end, he was selected
not only because of his sea-going background but also because, as owner of an established
fishing business in Bonne Espérance, Labrador, he had a good deal of experience at
capturing commercial marine speciesin northern waters.6

Diana's crew was chosen, like the officers, to meet the needs of the expedition.
Most had experience in sailing in northern waters; had participated in whaling expeditions
on the coast of Labrador; or had accompanied Captain Andrew Robertson Gordon on his
excursions to Hudson Bay aboard Neptune or Alert in 1884-1885. Others had been crew
members under Lieutenant Robert E. Peary on his voyages aboard Hope around Smith
Sound between 1886 and 1895. Only one crew member was different: the second mate, John
Ernest Stewart, was a Gaspesian who had served under Dr. Wakeham on La Canadienne and
also under his father, Charles, captain of John Stewart, a seventy-three-ton whaler, the
laraest of itstvpe in eastern Ouebec.'



Two groups of scientists were also part of Dr. Wakeham's expedition. The first was
directed by Dr. Albert Peter Low, a geologist at the beginning of what would be a brilliant
career as an explorer in the Northwest Territories. As a member of the Canadian Geological
Survey Department, his task, assisted by Dr. Andrew Halkett, was to record all the wildlife
on the shores of Hudson's Bay and the Strait. Leading another group of scientists was Dr.
Rabert Bell, who was to study the geological particularities of the Strait and to chart the
waters. He had already accompanied Commander Gordon on his expeditions on Neptune
and Alert as geologist and medical officer; on those expeditions he had searched for traces
of potentially marketable minerals and studied ice formation in the Strait! A representative
of the Manitoba government also accompanied the expedition to look out for his province's
commercial interests; Captain Edmund Burke joined in St. John's, Churchill or Hudson's
Bay, but it is not clear precisely where .° In total, forty-three individuals set sail aboard
Diana, which carried provisions for fifty passengers for a seventeen-month voyage.10

Choice of Vessel

The crew members and the invited scientists on board SS Diana benefited greatly from
having previously made the types of voyages now envisaged by the Dominion government.
Their knowledge of the region and its navigation conditions contributed greatly to the
expedition’s choice of vessel. Canada did not own a craft capable of navigating in the kinds
of ice fields that would be encountered in the north, and all that was available in the Québec
merchant marine were ships like La Canadienne and the Gaspé whalers, which would surely
perish in the harsh Arctic conditions. As with the choice of crew, it became necessary to
look elsewhere for avessel to take to the Arctic.

The government first turned to Nova Scotia, thinking perhaps that Stanley, a boat

that carried the mails across the Cumberland Strait might fit the bill. In the end, thisidea
was rejected because the ship had atendency to draw alittle at the bow and had been built
to handle only minimal ice conditions. Moreover, Stanley lacked the capacity to carry the
amount of coal necessary for the voyage." Commander Wakeham and his superior, Admiral
Markham of the Department of Marine and Fisheries, both believed that awhaler or sealing
vessel would be more suitable. This prompted them to look toward Newfoundland, a British
colony where sailing in ice was a challenge that the inhabitants had long since overcome.
Since Wakeham already knew that he would have to enter the Hudson Strait very early in
the season through heavy ice, it was imperative that he obtain a vessel that could handleiit.
Four ships eventually were considered. The first was an 1829-ton, 350-horsepower
merchant vessel, Port Pirie, owned by the Anglo-Australasian Steam Navigation Company
of London. After reviewing the voyage requirements, however, even the owners admitted
that their vessel was not sufficiently strong to steam through pack ice. But three wooden
craft built by Alexander Stephen and Sons in Dundee, Scotland seemed more suitable. These
were the whalers Terra Nova, Esquimaux and Diana that had served as sealersin the Arctic.
Esquimaux, the oldest of the three, had been launched in 1865 and been used by the Dundee
Seal and Whale Fishina Companv of St. John's; in the end. its ane weidhed against it. Terra



Nova had been used in a similar capacity by both the William Stephen and Company of St.
John's and the Dundee Seal and Whale Company. Built in 1884, it had some advantages
over the other two vessels in that it had a carrying capacity of 466 tons. But it was
apparently not available at the time, since Commander Wakeham gave no other reason for
its elimination.12

Wakeham's final choice was Diana (ex-Hector), an auxiliary whaling steamer built
in 1870 for Job Brothers and Co. of St. John's to navigate in thick ice Diana was the latest
addition to a fleet that aready included two sealers, Nimrod and Neptune. Job Brothers was
one of the largest employersin Newfoundland, and it had used Diana in the cod fishery, the
seal hunt and for commerce with Europe and South America. After having worked the vessel
in the Arctic for twenty years, the owners had returned it to the Dundee yards for refurbish-
ment. Returning to St. John'sin 1892, it was returned successfully to the seal hunt. It could
not carry 275 tons and had a seventy-horsepower engine. Diana soon acquired the
reputation as the most manoeuvrable and fastest of the Dundee ships. After much
consideration, Diana was chosen to carry Wakeham and his crew to the north. Wakeham
could not help but congratulate himself on the choice. Indeed, on 22 June 1897 he wrote that
"the ship showed herself to be wonderfully handy, turning and twisting her way around the
floes at full speed in a manner that was surprising for a vessel steaming at the rate of 8 1/2
knots."13

Mission Orders

Although Canada had received the rights to the Arctic Archipelago from Great Britain in
1880, it had done little to oversee the territory. The satisfaction over having complete rights,
combined with a complacent attitude, meant that the country never really asserted its full
authority. Indeed, the only decisive action occur'ed in October 1895, when the Northwest
Territories were divided into four different administrative regions. Nevertheless, this action
was never followed up by concrete land divisions.

It appears odd today that the Honourable Louis H. Davies, in his instructions to
Wakeham on 23 April 1897, mentioned the mandate to affirm Canadian rights over the
Arctic Archipelago last on the list of mission orders, amost asif the Ministry of Marine and
Fisheries accorded only secondary importance to this aspect of the voyage. It is obvious that
what we today call the Canadian North at the time held little interest for politicians.' This
was suggested not only in the orders from Davies but also in actions of civil servantsin the
Colonial Office in London. Y ears earlier, while discussing the transfer of the Northern
Territories to Canada, a British Official was heard to remark: "The object in annexing these
unexplored territories to Canada...is to prevent the United States from claiming them and
not from the likelihood of their proving of any value to Canada.""

If Britain was aware of the American occupation of the Arctic, then the Canadian
government must also have had an inkling. Yet four years passed before Captain Andrew
Rabertson Gordon was sent to study navigation of the Hudson Strait — and he did not even
bother to assert ownership of the Northern lands. Indeed. it would be another eleven vears



before William Wakeham was officially dispatched to plant the Union Jack on Northern
soil. Despite the tardiness of the decision to send Wakeham to the north, his mandate could
not have been clearer:

It will be your duty firmly and openly to declare and uphold jurisdiction in
all these British territories you may visit of the Dominion of Canada, to
plant the flag as to open notorious evidence to the natives and others of our
claim to jurisdiction, and our determination to maintain and uphold it.16

The Minister's letter, although lacking any sense of urgency, did convey a firm message.
One would think that Canada was beginning to awaken to the fact that explorers from other
countries also visited the Arctic and that Canada should act immediately to confirm
ownership.

Foreign Presence in the Arctic

Europeans and Americans had been visiting these lands regularly for some eighty years. The
first record of awhaling expedition to this Northern region is to Cumberland Bay in about
1820 by a Scottish Captain, William Penny, who had commanded several whaling vessels
to Baffin Island and Davis Strait. He was still involved in whaling in 1853, when he
established the Arctic Aberdeen Company. In 1830, the Scottish accounted for eighty
whaling vessels, of which a goodly portion patrolled Baffin Bay, Lancaster Sound and
Barrow Strait.

The Americans had also been sending whaling vessels to the North since 1850.
Ships from New Bedford regularly fished at the entrance to Hudson Strait, and Wakeham
had personally met Captain O. Spicer of Groton, whose first trips to the Cumberland Strait
dated from 1859, and Captain E.B. Fisher of East Plymouth, who had fished in both Hudson
Bay and Hudson Strait without interruption since 1864. Others, like Captain Thomas
McKenzie of New Bedford, followed close behind."

Along with these hunting expeditions, scientific voyages and explorations to the
Arctic were increasingly popular. In the first "International Polar Year," 1882, eleven
expeditions went to the Arctic, one of which was the unfortunate American expedition led
by Adolphus W. Greely, who just barely survived the harsh conditions.’® In 1893 the
Norwegian Fridjof Nansen tried to reach the North Pole by allowing his team to be carried
by the ice floes. They tried for two years before giving up without having reached their goal.
Hansen's partner, Otto Sverdrup, was preparing yet another attempt to reach the North Pole
aboard Fram when Wakeham left Halifax. At the same time, an Italian, the Duke des
Abruzzes, was organizing a voyage aboard Stella Polare which would take him to 86°34'
in 1899.19

This enduring foreign presence eventualy became a threat to Canadian rights,
especially since permanent stations were being established. When the Archipelago was
transferred to Canada in 1880, there were already numerous American and European



whaling stations along the shores of Baffin Bay. There were still stations at Marble Island,
Whale Point, and Repulse Bay when Diana arrived. The Moravians also had a mission at
Okak, on the Labrador coast, and Wakeham mentioned other significant stations further
north on Baffin Island, one on the shores of Cumberland Strait at Kekerton and another on
Black Idand. Both belonged to Noble and Company of Aberdeen. An American company,
the Williams Company of New London, Connecticut, had aso operated there between 1859
and 1894, when it also closed its doors at Gummuite, near North Foreland, on Monumental
Island.20

As the foreign presence in the North became more permanent, doubts were cast on
Canadian ownership. Indeed, a good number of whalers, even those who were not
Americans, were under the impression that the Arctic idands belonged to the US. Reporting
on his early contacts with Noble and Company in Kekerton, Wakeham wrote that there was
an "external whaling establishment,” and that "on making inquiries from the officer in
charge, a man from Aberdeen, where the owner of the station resided, | discovered that he
was possessed of the idea that Baffin's Land was under the jurisdiction of the United States.
He had coincidentally come to hold this opinion because of the fact that United States
citizens had for years been on undisturbed possession of sedentary whaling stations in
Baffin Land."?! The manager's impression that this was American soil no doubt stemmed
from the fact that his superiors had bought the station from the Williams Company of New
Bedford, and that sovereignty had not been mentioned during the transaction.

Canada AffirmsIts Rights Over Arctic Territory

All the information gathered by Commander Wakeham during his long voyage to the North
began to awaken in him a stronger sense of urgency about the need to establish Canadian
ownership of the Arctic Archipelago. As he later wrote, "In mind of this misconception as
to the real ownership of thisimportant territory, | seemed in my duty to openly and officially
proclaim our sovereignty."?? It is obvious that he did not come to this conclusion
immediately, since he waited until August to plant the Union Jack.

Meanwhile, Diana was facing difficult conditions in Arctic waters. Shortly after
arriving at the entrance to the Hudson Strait on 22 June, Diana became stuck in ice, which
hampered its progress for about ten days. The pressure on the hull was so strong that on 1
July Wakeham ordered the lifeboats prepared. On 4 July, the lower and main decks bent
under the force and Diana began to take on water. The vessel twisted and cracked so much
that the officers began to consider abandoning it, but on 10 July the ice retreated and the
ship was freed. Aside from this single setback, the voyage was without incident. Wakeham
soon busied himself studying the ice floes and sea currents and with unloading scientific
equipment. In the weeks that followed, he travelled the length of the Hudson Strait twice and
could easily have completed the second component of his mission that today holds so much
value for Canada.

On 15 August Diana reached the station at Kekerton, where Wakeham discovered
the Noble and Company whalina station that had been in operation for thirty-five vears. The



station was directed by a Mr. Mutch who, being on a visit to his homeland, had |eft the place
under the direction of a Mr. Milne.?® More than 150 Inuit were employed at the station,
where they were supplied with food, clothing and weapons for the length of their
employment. Kekerton was perhaps the oldest and best-run of all the Arctic Archipelago
stations of the time. And again the manager thought the territory was American. To counter
this, Wakeham deemed it imperative that he take official possession of the territory at this
location.24

The ceremony was held on 17 August 1897 in the presence of Diana's officers, the
manager of the Scottish post and the Inuit. The occasion was punctuated by a short discourse
by Wakeham, after which he hoisted the Union Jack:

| hereby declare in the presence of all now assembled that | hoist the Union
Jack as the open and notorious conduct that al this territory of Baffin's
Land — with all the adjacent territories and islands — is now as it has
always been since the time of the first discovery and occupation under the
exclusive Sovereignty of Great Britain. God save the Queen.25

Wakeham's predecessors had been concerned with matters such as reaching the No
rth Pole, conducting scientific studies, or fulfilling personal goals. By planting the Union
Jack, Wakeham gave the country jurisdiction and political authority over the Arctic islands,
aterritory of more than 500,000 square miles. But the government neglected to appoint an
official representative or to establish a control station. Fortunately, a photograph of the
ceremony lent credence to Canada's claim.

Wakeham's Place in the History of the Canadian Arctic

It seems that only Newfoundlanders paid attention to Wakeham's mission 2° The governor,

Sir Herbert Murray, officially received Wakeham in St. John's at the end of September

1897. Y et Newfoundland's acceptance of his claims was not the norm within Canada. There
are several possible explanations for this. For a portion of the Canadian population,

territorial disputes with the US over Alaska diverted attention from more abstract questions
in the Arctic. As well, Klondike gold had captured attention more than the frozen regions
of the North. And in the east, ongoing disagreements with the US about control over the
natural riches of the Gulf of Saint Lawrence took precedence over vague issues of

ownership of adistant archipelago. Finally, scientists seemed to have a higher regard for the
numerous voyages of Andrew Robertson Gordon (1884, 1885, 1886) and Lieutenant Robert
E. Peary (1891, 1895). It was not that Drs. Low and Bell did not accomplish much on their

expedition, but the quantity of information they gathered was not as impressive as that

collected by the others.27

Elsawhere, foreigners did not take Diana's voyage seriously. Even in England, The
Mail publicly ridiculed Wakeham's gesture. On 28 September, in response to such derision,
the Commander wrote to his superior in Ottawa, Admiral Markham, about what he thouaht



were the true implications of hisvoyage. His letter clearly indicates the geographic area
covered by his claim aswell as the latitude that had been given by his superiors.

1 was instructed to enquire into the extent to which trade has carried on in
the territories North of Hudson Strait to aiens and others, and to firmly and
openly proclaim our right to Jurisdiction in all the British Territories —
The special steps necessary to proclaim our sovereignty was left to my own
Judgment and discretion.28

In response to the general indifference to Wakeham's work, the Canadian
government sent more than half a dozen new expeditions to reaffirm sovereignty. These
included the voyages of Dr. Albert Peter Low (1904, 1906) on Neptune; Major Moodie of
the Royal Northwest Mounted Police in 1904 aboard Arctic; and of Captain Joseph-Elzéard
Bernier aboard the same vessel in 1906-1907 and again in 1908-1909.29

Conclusion

The country could not but congratulate itself for the accomplishments of Commander
Wakeham and his successors when, in 1985, the US sent Polar Sea to the Arctic
Archipelago without Ottawa's permission, declaring that, like the Suez and Panama canals,
these waters were international .2° This incident brought out the full import of Diana's
voyage. The results of the 1897 expedition should be considered in relation to Canadian
intentions regarding Baffin Island and the Arctic Archipelago. Despite the fact that his
orders did not mention Canadian maritime rights explicitly, Wakeham's claim of
sovereignty at least gained Canada incontestable control over the Northern Territories. The
main shortcoming in Wakeham's actions is that he did not specifically assert Canadian
authority over the channels and straits that gave access to the Pacific. From this perspective,
Diana's voyage can be seen as part of a story whose final chapter is yet to be written.
These questions of Arctic sovereignty would continue to be debated long after
Diana had gone to its final resting place under the icy Arctic waters. Following the
Wakeham expedition, Diana returned to the seal hunt for Job Brothers under the command
of Captain Alph Barbour. In 1915 the ship passed into the hands of James Baird Ltd. Finally,
in 1922, during its fifty-second trip to the North, Diana "became jammed in the ice at the
front and lost her tail shaft. She was abandoned on March 27 and sank while burning."31

There is no doubt that Wakeham was aware of the importance of what he had done
at Kekerton. By asserting Canadian ownership over the Arctic territories, he had completed
the work that John Cabot had begun 400 hundred years earlier. Y et Wakeham was not a man
to call attention to himself. A friend, John Mason Clarke, once asked him to recount his life
story for publication. Dr. Wakeham, who was already in his twilight years, merely
responded that he "should not know where to begin or end," Clark, however, found "the end
before the beainning™ when William Wakeham died afew months later on 15 May 1915.32
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