
The years on the Katie Hines were good ones for Matthew Henson. 
During that time he saw China, Japan, the Philippines, France, Africa, 

and southern Russia; he sailed through the Arctic to Murmansk. But in 1885 
it all ended; Captain Childs fell ill and died at sea. Unable to face staying on 
the Katie Hines under a new skipper, Matthew left the ship at Baltimore and 
found a place on a fishing schooner bound for Newfoundland. d

Now, for the first time, Henson encountered the kind of unthinking 
cruelty and tyranny so often found on ships at that time. The ship was 
filthy, the crew surly and resentful of their black shipmate, and the captain a 
dictator. As soon as he was able, Matthew left the ship in Canada and made 
his way back to the United States, finally arriving in Washington, D.C., only 
to find that things there had changed during the years he had been at sea.

Opportunities for blacks had been limited when Henson had left 
Washington in 1871, but by the time he returned they were almost 
nonexistent. Post–Civil War reconstruction had failed, bringing with its 
failure a great deal of bitter resentment toward blacks. Jobs were scarce, 
and the few available were menial ones. Matthew finally found a job as 
a stock clerk in a clothing and hat store, B. H. Steinmetz and Sons, 
bitterly wondering if this was how he was to spend the rest of his life. 
But his luck was still holding.

Steinmetz recognized that Matthew Henson was bright and hardworking. 
One day Lieutenant Robert E. Peary, a young navy officer, walked into 
the store, looking for tropical hats. After being shown a number of hats, 
Peary unexpectedly offered Henson a job as his personal servant. Steinmetz 
had recommended him, Peary said, but the job wouldn’t be easy. He was 
bound for Nicaragua to head an engineering survey team. Would Matthew 
be willing to put up with the discomforts and hazards of such a trip? 
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ANALYZE VISUALS 

Compare and contrast 
the ship in this 
photograph with 
what you know 
about modern ships. 

d BIOGRAPHY

Reread lines 63–68. 
What details does the 
author provide about 
Henson’s first job on a 
ship?
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