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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Presents The Greely Expedition
New Film Tells a Harrowing Tale of a Scientific Mission Turned to Tragedy
Premieres Monday, January 31, 2011

9:00 p.m. - 10:00 p.m. ET on PBS
On July 7, 1881, twenty-five Americans led by US Army Lieutenant Adolphus Greely sailed from the harbor of St. John's, Newfoundland. Their destination was Lady Franklin Bay in the high Arctic, where they planned to collect a wealth of scientific data from a part of the world that had been described by a British admiral as a “sheer blank.” Three years later, only six survivors returned, with a daunting story of shipwreck, starvation, mutiny and cannibalism. The harrowing tale of one of the greatest scientific adventures of all time, The Greely Expedition is produced by Rob Rapley (Wyatt Earp) and narrated by Michael Murphy.  The film will premiere on the PBS series AMERICAN EXPERIENCE on Monday, January 31, 2011 at 9:00 p.m. (check local listings.)

The Greely Expedition was part of a cutting edge, multinational quest to understand the earth’s climate.  Called the First International Polar Year, its goal was to create a chain of fourteen stations around the Arctic at which observers would collect meteorological, astronomical and magnetic data.  Greely and his men were awarded the most prestigious assignment: they were to establish the northernmost station on the shores of Lady Franklin Bay, just 600 miles from the North Pole.  On August 26, 1881, the whaling ship Proteus sailed away, leaving Greely and his men in one of the harshest environments on earth, with no connection to the outside world.  The plan was that at the end of their first year, a ship would arrive to re-supply the station.  And at the end of the second year, another ship would return to bring them home.  But it was not to be.   

Drawing on a rich documentary record that includes scientific accounts, diaries, photographs and letters, the film reveals the nearly unbearable pressures experienced by the members of the expedition, and shows how poor planning, personality clashes, questionable decisions and pure bad luck conspired to turn a noble mission into a human tragedy. Ironically, the doomed mission was not a scientific failure. Although Greely’s data was ignored for almost a century, it has recently been rediscovered, and is helping us to understand global warming and climate change. 
About the Participants

Philip Cronenwett is an historian and is Special Collections Librarian Emeritus at Dartmouth College.  He has written and lectured widely (including in Antarctica) on the history of the Polar regions.  He holds the Knight's Cross of the Order of the Falcon of Iceland.


Susan A. Kaplan specializes in the anthropology and archaeology of the North American eastern Arctic. She is director of the Peary-MacMillan Arctic Museum and an Associate Professor of Anthropology at Bowdoin College.


Jerry Kobalenko is an author-photographer and one of the world's most experienced polar travelers and  passionate scholars of the Greely expedition.  He has hiked, skied and kayaked over 6,000 miles over the course of some thirty arctic journeys.

Jim Lotz has worked a variety of jobs around the world, ranging from university professor to grouse beater. He works as a freelance writer, consultant, and independent researcher in Halifax, Nova Scotia. He has written twenty-five books. Lotz received the first Canada Council "A" grant for non-fiction in 1992 and a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council grant as a private scholar in 1989. He is a fellow of the Arctic Institute of North America. 

Michael Robinson is an associate professor of history at Hillyer College, University of Hartford. He is the author of The Coldest Crucible: Arctic Exploration and American Culture, winner of the 2008 Book Award for the History of Science in America. He writes a blog about the history of science and exploration called Time To Eat the Dogs.

David Shedd is the great-grandson of Adolphus Greely.  He is a carpenter and woodcutter living in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. 

About the Filmmakers


ROB RAPLEY (Writer/Director/Producer)

Rob Rapley’s most recent film for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, Wyatt Earp, played to over four million viewers, and was nominated for a Writer’s Guild Award. He previously produced Buffalo Bill, Trail of Tears, and two episodes of PBS’s acclaimed series on the Supreme Court, which the Boston Globe called “as good as it gets when it comes to history on public television.” He was nominated for Primetime Emmy Awards for his work on Bill Moyers’ Becoming American: The Chinese Experience and Loosely Mozart: The New Innovators of Classical Music.

MARK SAMELS (Executive Producer) was named to lead PBS’s flagship history series,

AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, in 2003 after serving as senior producer since 1997. Produced by WGBH/Boston, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is television’s most-watched and longest running history series, and the recipient of every major industry award, including the Peabody, Primetime Emmy, Writers Guild and duPont-Columbia Journalism Award. Numerous films for the series have been recognized at major film festivals, including Sundance, and eight have been nominated for Academy Awards®. Prior to joining WGBH, Samels worked as an independent documentary filmmaker, an executive producer for several U.S. public television stations and as a producer for the first co-production between Japanese and American television. A native of Wisconsin, he is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

Television's most-watched history series, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been hailed as "peerless" (Wall Street Journal), "the most consistently enriching program on television" (Chicago Tribune), and "a beacon of intelligence and purpose" (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America's past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including fourteen George Foster Peabody Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards, and twenty-seven Primetime and Creative Arts Emmy Awards, one most recently in Outstanding Directing Nonfiction for My Lai. 
Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is provided by Liberty Mutual.  Major funding is provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and Public Television Viewers. 
*   *   *
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