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Chapter 7. Evelyn Briggs Baldwin and Kersting Bay24 
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Abstract  
A letter from Evelyn Briggs Baldwin to the photographer Rudolf Kersting in May of 1898 lends 
credence to the notion that the two men were close associates, shared membership in the Arctic 
Club of America, and that Kersting was the personality behind Baldwin’s place name of Kersting 
Bay on Wilczek Island in Franz Josef Land later in 1898 during the second Wellman polar 
expedition.   
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Background 

Evelyn Briggs Baldwin’s journal from the Wellman expedition includes passages 
describing both Kersting Bay and Operti Bay, as if they had long been known. Today, if one 
searches for Kersting Bay it will be found under the name “Bentsen Bay,” after Bernt Bentsen, a 
Norwegian who perished at Fort McKinley during the Wellman expedition (Wellman 1900).  

Although Baldwin’s place name of “Kersting Bay” has not stuck over time, the record of 
him naming the bay in Baldwin’s diary in 1899, the letter addressed to Kersting in 1898, and the 
Arctic Club as the fraternity to which both men belonged is all substantial evidence that Rudolf 
is the Kersting named for Kersting Bay. 

Kersting, Baldwin, and Kersting Bay 

This research sought any direct connection between Baldwin and Kersting.  This was 
initially discovered online, through evidence of a letter from Baldwin addressed directly to 
Kersting and dated May 5, 1898.  This letter is mentioned in the Finding aid to the Arctic Club of 
America Collection 1894 – 1914 of the Explorers Club in New York City (see: Lembo and 
Mendel 2002).  Using the series and subject file number, we requested a copy from the archives 
of the Explorers Club (the Arctic Club folded into the Explorers Club by 1912 (Lembo and 
Mendel 2002)).  A pdf of the letter was kindly provided by the Explorers Club. 

                                                 
24 © 2015, Copyright is with the author. Published in Septentrio Conference Series 2015 (3). This work is licensed 
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license. 
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Fig. 1.  Portrait of Kersting (from Henry Collins Walsh’s Last Cruise of the Miranda). 

The document revealed that Kersting and Baldwin were communicating through letters 
and had met at least by the date of the letter, May 5, 1898, and evidence of the relationship 
between the two men is found throughout the letter.   

Page one of the letter begins: 

“My Dear Kersting, 

 Thank you for your kind words. Our expedition will cross 
the Atlantic separately. Consequently the ‘blow out’ will be out of 
the question. The expedition is an assumed fact.  

Yes, I was born in a military camp as stated. 

I regret exceedingly to hear of Dr. Cook’s prolonged absence 
without tidings from him…” 

Baldwin, after fondly responding to Kersting, immediately references the Wellman 
expedition that would be leaving for Franz Josef Land the following month.  The “blowout” 
being “out of the question” seems to be an allusion to an oncoming celebration apparently 
planned by the Arctic Club.  

Baldwin then changes the subject, writing down his concern for Dr. Frederick A. Cook (a 
friend to both Baldwin and Kersting) who was at the moment with the Belgian Antarctica 
expedition aboard the Belgica (Cook 1900). 
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 Returning to page two of the letter, Baldwin continues: 

 “…and especially of the sad news awaiting him should he return. 
How very sad. They were both very good friends of mine. Is there 
still no news of the Windward? I fear the worst has occurred—yet 
hope for the better…” 

From the context clues in this second page, Baldwin is presumably referring to the sad 
news that Robert Peary is also missing, somewhere near Ellesmere Island aboard the Windward, 
and nothing would be heard from him for another year.  Baldwin expresses his concern over 
Peary, with whom he travelled as meteorologist during Peary’s North Greenland expedition in 
1892-1894 (Baldwin 2004).  

 Noting the history and significance of 1894, it is important to remember Kersting and 
Cook set out on the voyage of the Miranda in that year. The historical note here being, that the 
formation of The Arctic Club was the ultimate outcome of Cook’s ill-fated expedition to 
Greenland in the rather unlucky Miranda. In this planned polar cruise, after the Miranda struck 
an unchartered reef and began to take on water, Cook traveled 90 miles by open boat to procure 
the fishing schooner Rigel, returning with the plan to tow the Miranda. Once it became clear that 
the Miranda was sinking, it was abandoned, and all the passengers (over fifty persons) came 
aboard the Rigel.  

As The Arctic Club Manual of 1906 put it, albeit crowded: 

“...the company was an especially genial and harmonious 
one...[a]cquaintances ripened into friendships...[and] out of this 
intimacy, a more formal association...[arose] for the purpose of 
keeping alive and perpetuating the pleasant friendships which had 
been formed on the cruise and cemented by its mishaps” (The 
Arctic Club 1906). 

Indeed, this spirit of comradery carried over into the philosophy of the Arctic Club in the 
form of mutual respect for arctic explorers by arctic explorers. By 1899, the Arctic Club would 
have Baldwin and Wellman as members (Lembo and Mendel 2002), and Kersting’s involvement 
as club treasurer may explain this last exciting line from the letter:  

 “Please send me Operti’s 
address.  

Fraternally yours, 
Evelyn B. Baldwin”  
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The connection here is the Italian born illustrator Albert Operti (see: Lockerby, this 
volume), who was on Peary’s expedition to Greenland in 1896 (Higgins 2008).  This last line 
links Kersting, Baldwin, and Operti.   

Conclusions 

As treasurer to the Arctic Club, it would be likely that Kersting would have the address of 
Operti, but it isn’t fully evident why Baldwin needed it.  Further research in to any additional 
private correspondence between Operti and Baldwin might offer specific reasons why Baldwin 
asks for Operti’s address from Kersting.  Perhaps he was seeking Operti’s talent to illustrate 
scenes from the upcoming Wellman expedition, but whatever the purpose, simply including 
Operti in the message was further indication that Baldwin’s place names “Kersting Bay” and 
“Operti Bay” were respectively named for Rudolf Kersting and Albert Operti. 
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Discussion 

Forsberg: One of the big questions we had before we published our article, was to find the 
year of Kersting died.  Strange enough, this Kersting, he’s secretary for the Arctic 
Club.  He’s the secretary when the Arctic Club becomes the Explorers Club.  
Then he vanishes.  He pops up again in the 20s as an old man, I can't remember 
the year.  Then in ‘29, or something, ‘28, he just vanishes.  Gone.  The Explorers 
Club have a list of all the members, the year they were born and when they 
passed.  But the death date is blank for Kersting.  

Larsson:  That list though is a bit suspect. 

Capelotti: They (the Explorers Club) think he died either in late 1930 or early 1931.   

Wråkberg: These associations between the three men, especially the formal of salutation 
“Fraternally yours,” were they also derived from their membership in the same 
Masonic lodge or club or chapter or what-have-you? 

Capelotti: That is an excellent observation.  Baldwin was a Mason.  Operti was a Free 
Mason.  It’s probably likely that Kersting was as well. So there may very well be 
further connections through, especially, the Kane Lodge (the explorer’s lodge) in 
New York. 

Barr: Yes, that would make a lot of sense.  

Capelotti:   The only weakness of this letter is that there is no mention of Quereau, or else we 
might have been able to wrap up the entire triangle of place names problems we 
set the students to this semester.   

Barr: Concerning modern place names, or glaciers, and so forth, Borge Ousland found a 
new island.  Have you gotten that in your list?  

Forsberg: Cape Flora. The first time I got it was when Marie Gavrilo and I sat together and 
discussed Franz Josef Land.  It was actually not him.  The Russians claim that 
they had seen it the same year, before him.  So we have not in our article added 
that island when we’re talking about Cape Flora, because that wasn’t known by us 
at that time. This will be an endless issue up in Franz Josef Land 

Barr: This will be added to your list?  
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Forsberg: The Russians have not decided the name of that island to date, because I think 
they have three different names that have been proposed. 

Barr: Ousland put a name on it as well.  

Forsberg: He put a name on it.  

Barr: What was the name he put on? 

Forsberg: I sat with him a few years ago, and he told me this story also…  They came there, 
took a kayak or something and found that the cape was now an island.  And there 
will be many, many issues like this in Franz Josef Land in the near future, as the 
glaciers are retreating.  You see, climate change opens up all of these 
opportunities for place names changes in the future.  

 
  


