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Of Forbearance and Fortitude: Pioneer Explorer Sgt. Cady Robertson 
By Marcia Moston 
 
Emerging like a turtle shell, Crossover Island parts the waters of the St Lawrence River 
between Canada and the United States. This rock, one-third the length of a football field 
and half as wide, defined the range of Cady Robertson’s boyhood explorationsi—a 
seemingly unlikely backdrop for someone who would later pioneer over a thousand miles 
in Alaska with an expedition likened in importance to that of Lewis and Clark.ii 
 

 
Crossover Island Lighthouse 1903. Photograph courtesy of National Archives as per: 
http://www.lighthousefriends.com/light.asp?ID=320   

 
 
His photocopied picture, stashed among the pages of my father’s genealogy chronicles, is 
faded, and although the drop of blood that connects me to him is more faint than his 
photo, I know that unmapped gene of the explorer, soldier, and marksman has made its 
mysteriously circuitous way down through my family’s bloodline. The photo is taken in 
September 1885. Saint Michael’s Island, Alaska. It’s of three men, one of whom is 
Robertson.  
 
Although the date on his tombstone lists his birthdate as 1844,iii the NY town clerk 
records it as 1850.iv Maybe Cady was inspired to get far away from the tiny island where 
his father was a lighthouse keeper, or maybe he was one of the many boys who lied about 
their age in order to enlist in the Union army. The muster roll says he was born in 1847. 
That would make him the required 18-years-old when he enlisted in the Infantry, 
Hammond, NY, 1865.v Whether he was 21, 18, or 15, Cady Robertson was young, and he 
was determined. 
 
I suspect it was that determined spirit, along with the marksman skills Robertson would 
later be medaled for, that prompted Lt. Henry Allen to pick him as one of his three-man 
team, commissioned in 1885, to explore and map unknown parts of the newly acquired 
territory of Alaskavi The military had an added interest in this venture—they needed a 
report on the status of the native people’s disposition toward the settlers and prospectors 
who would surely come—particularly since three previous groups of Russian explorers 
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had vanished. My great-aunt credits Robertson’s “shock of red hair” as being a curiosity 
among the natives that helped the team find favor. And find favor they did. 
 
Although some of the natives the expedition hired to help carry provisions were 
unreliable—suddenly abandoning their supplies and making off in the night—most of the 
natives they encountered along the way traded what food they could spare, provided 
invaluable information, and taught the explorers survival skills such as how to make a 
baidarra, or skin boat that would be their chief means of transportation for several 
weeks.vii 
 
The trio in the photo, Pvt. Fred Fickett, Signal Corps; Lt. Henry Allen, 2nd Calvary; and 
Sgt. Cady Robertson, 2nd Calvary, pose with their firearms and ammunition belts.viii 
They’re wearing mukluks on their feet and probably the same clothes that Allen had 
written about in his June entry when he said, “We had worn our clothes day and night 
since March 20.” At the time of the photo they had just completed a treacherous 1500-
mile expedition traversing Alaska, navigating some of the biggest, most unruly, and 
uncharted rivers—the Copper, Tanana, and Koyukuk.  
  

                                     The photograph was taken in September 
of 1885 after the expedition reached the safety of Ft. St. Michael. This photo is from the F. W. Fickett 
collection. https://consortiumlibrary.org/archives/Photographs/PhotoExhibits/AlaskaInThe1880s.html 
 
It was a feat that many thought impossible, and certainly one no white explorer had ever 
accomplished. Undaunted by the negative report, the expedition set out in March to 
ascend the Copper River. From the onset, they experienced setbacks and deprivations. 
But being grounded on mud flats 800 yards from shore, rowing against ice blockades and 
being exposed to relentless sleet and rain, although severe, proved to be “an excellent 
discipline for the even more trying work that was soon to follow,” wrote Allen.ix 
 
 
Allen and Fickett kept meticulous notes—notes that dispel the romantic TV images we 
see today of sweeping panoramas, lush with vegetation and teeming with wildlife. In fact, 
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in spite of the many spirit-sapping hardships: raging eye infections, wading through 43-
degree water, being completely saturated for days and so numb they couldn’t even light a 
match, and in spite of Robertson’s sharpshooter skills, the biggest threat to the 
exploration was hunger. There simply was not any big game to shoot. And although 
starving, they pressed on so they wouldn’t get caught inland before the next winter set in, 
not even lingering even linger for the annual salmon run. 
 
One Monday in April, a month into their journey, they came upon a party of natives who 
were breaking camp. Scraps of a long dead moose that neither the natives nor their dogs 
would eat were left behind. Fickett wrote, “We were glad to gather [them] up and make a 
meal. This is Allen’s birthday and he celebrates it by eating rotten moose meat.”x 
 
Later on their menu would include, “rotten salmon, wormy meat, rotten goose eggs, and 
the entrails of a porcupine.”  One of Fickett’s journal entries for April states that they 
“shot five rabbits for dinner.” Meager as it was, in light of some of their other options, the 
fresh rabbit fare must have seemed a gourmet alternative. 
 
By the end of May, the party was “so played out” they could barely crawl. Tapping into 
reserves that defied probability, they continued an upward thrust of the mountain range 
that divided the two great rivers, the Copper and the Tanana. At 1 a.m., June 9th, they 
reached the summit. As the midnight sun rose, this exhausted, starved band of men 
soaked in the 360-degree views of buttercup fields, snow-capped mountain ranges and 
pristine lakes. Although their exploration of the Tanana River lay ahead, they gloried in 
knowing they had accomplished what was thought to be impossible—a crossing from one 
river to the other.xi 

  
Route of the 1885 expedition: Alaska history and Cultural Studies 
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/articles/article.php?artID=167 

 
 
However, the ravages of fatigue, hunger, and poor diet had taken their toll. Cady 
Robertson’s skin was covered with the black spots of scurvy. To us with diets rich in 
vitamin C, scurvy conjures up pirate ships and ancient sea voyages. It’s difficult enough 
to imagine the misery that accompanies this disease—the ache in all the joints, the 
bleeding gums, shortness of breath, spot-riddled skin, and fatigue. Harder still to imagine 
bearing it while navigating rapids for nine hours straight, avoiding quick sands and 
hostile natives, and sleeping wherever you can find a place to pull the boats. Maybe that 
is why Allen chose to name one of the tributaries they encountered at this point after 
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Robertson—a permanent acknowledgement of the forbearance and fortitude that helped 
carry this band of men across uncharted lands. 
 
Perhaps it was his poor health that caused Robertson to go on ahead to St. Michaels 
Island on the coast after the group had reached the Yukon, completing their main 
mission. Fickett and Allen went on to explore the Koyukuk River before meeting up with 
Robertson in St. Michaels where they posed for the expedition photo. 
 
All along the 1500 miles they traveled, both Allen and Fickett wrote, sketched and 
recorded vital information. Robertson’s account is notably silent. But three years after 
their return, an article in the Sunday Oregonian, August 12, 1888, featured a military 
piece about a Department Rifle Contest at Vancouver WA, Department of the Columbia, 
14th Infantry. Sergeant Cady Robertson, “having made the highest aggregate score during 
the entire competition, is awarded the department gold medal, and having made also the 
highest aggregate scores during the two days’ competitive skirmish firing is awarded the 
skirmish medal.” 
 
Six years later, an article in the New York Times 13,1894 announced Robertson’s 
appointment to “The Office One of the Most Desired Enlisted Men Can Attain:” 
Ordnance Officer.  
 
Clearly Robertson’s skills involved the handling and maintenance of weaponry. So, while 
his expedition teammates recorded valuable information about the new frontier, I suspect 
Sgt. Cady Robertson’s vital contribution was to stand guard, be the look-out—and 
perhaps hunt for the rabbits that kept them alive–rabbits he surely never hunted on the 
scruffy island where he spent his childhood. 
 
His tombstone in the Presidio simply reads: Cady Robertson. Ordnance Sergeant. 1844-
1910. An unpretentious inscription that belies the life of a man on whom the Adjutant 
General of the Headquarters of the U.S.  Army, 1891, bestowed the accolade of “courage, 
fortitude, and valuable service.” xii 
 

  
www.findagrave.com. Cady Robertson 
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