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Like his muse, who ran away at fifteen to join the navy, AIDAN DOOLEY didn’t stick to the safe option. From the Claddagh in Galway, he left a secure bank job to follow his dream. He kept the faith through his early struggles as a jobbing actor until Tom Crean changed his life. He has since toured his hugely successful solo show all over the world. A co-director of Play on Words Theatre Company, he lectures in drama at Canterbury Christ Church University.


Stay up to date with Aidan on his website,
www.tomcreanshow.com, and on
Facebook: tomcreanshow


AILEEN O’BRIEN is an actor and writer, with family roots in Tipperary, whose theatre credits include the Royal Court and London’s National Theatre. She was captivated by Tom Crean’s story and Aidan’s mesmerising performance, so was delighted to collaborate with him on this account of his adventures on and off the stage.




To my incredible wife, Miriam, and our wonderful children Liam and Nancy


Also to my Dad (RIP) and Mam and, of course, Tom Crean




PROLOGUE


We Irish believe that our land is greener than anywhere else. It’s obviously not, but still, we believe it. And it looked very green to me that autumn day when I arrived in Kerry at Farranfore Airport. There were no clouds as we flew in over Munster. I remember picking out the Knockmealdown Mountains, the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks, all the peaks I learned about at school. Home. I was going home; I was bringing Tom home. I have flown into Ireland hundreds of times but this felt different. I thought about all the people who were converging on Tralee, on their way to see me, actor Aidan Dooley, step into the mighty shoes of polar explorer Tom Crean. I was terrified. ‘Who do you think you are?’ I asked myself.


I didn’t even begin to suspect that this was the beginning of a journey that would last over a decade and take me all over the world. Since that weekend in Kerry in 2001, I have performed my show, Tom Crean – Antarctic Explorer, in all sorts of places and spaces: in vast theatres and remote rural halls, in Dublin and Dubai, Australia and Antibes, off Broadway and on the Antarctic ice itself. And, of course, time and again Tom and I have returned to Ireland, where he has been given his due hero’s welcome by audiences up and down the country. It has been an extraordinary journey.


This is the story of me and Tom Crean, of how I came to write and perform the play that has changed my life, won an award or two, and of the adventures, challenges and people I have met along the way.


Like my show, this is, above all, a tribute to a remarkable polar explorer, the Kerryman who stood shoulder to shoulder with Scott and Shackleton on three legendary trips to the South Pole and performed feats of such courage and fortitude that they simply defy belief. This is for Tom Crean, a true Irish hero.
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TOM WHO?


There are times, not yourselves now, mostly beyond, when I stand out here like this and many, no, most, don’t know who I am, yet I’ve been there three times. I’ll ask, ‘Have you heard of Captain Robert Falcon Scott?’ I tell you, a penny to a pound, most of ’em will nod the head, ‘Oh yes, we heard of him.’ He only went twice! I’ll then ask, ‘Have you heard of Sir Ernest Shackleton?’ About three quarters will nod their head at him. ‘Well, surely, surely,’ I say, ‘you must have heard of Tom Crean?’ Arrgh … They look at me like I’ve got four heads. But ’tis my own fault, I never kept a diary: no diary – forgotten. Between you and me, I had more things to be doing at minus 30 degrees centigrade than writing a flaming diary.


From Tom Crean – Antarctic Explorer (Aidan Dooley)


Amid the stark, imposing landscape of the South Pole and Antarctic, there is both a mountain and a four-mile glacier bearing the name Crean. It was here that the son of a Kerry farmer distinguished himself as one of the great explorers of the Heroic Age, his name justly stamped forever on the unforgiving terrain that could not break him. But a hundred years later, this name was unfamiliar to most people. It certainly meant nothing to me when I first heard of Tom Crean.


It was early in the year 2000. I was working in London’s Science Museum as an actor doing ‘live interpretations’. This involved playing a character, historical or imagined, who would entertain and hopefully educate the visitors who strolled around the exhibitions. On this particular day I was just about to get into Edwardian costume to greet people as Victorian plumber Thomas Crapper and talk about my sanitary ware, as you do when you’re a museum actor. My boss, Geraint, came to me and said that the Maritime Museum was staging a big exhibition the following year on polar explorers Scott and Shackleton and they’d found this fella, this Irish fella, who had gone to the Antarctic with both of them. His name was Tom Crean and he was one of the few men who had served under both Scott and Shackleton on their legendary polar expeditions: Scott’s Discovery (1901–1904) and Terra Nova (1910– 1913) expeditions and Shackleton’s Endurance (1914–1916) trip. As Geraint explained, the idea was to bring to life this unknown character, Crean, who would greet visitors and tell them about these polar expeditions while comparing the very different leadership styles of the two explorers: the buttoned-up, regimented approach of the Royal Navy’s Scott versus the more easy-going, approachable style of merchant-navy man Shackleton.


It sounded like an interesting idea, but there was just one small problem. While his famous bosses had whole libraries of books dedicated to them, there was barely a word written about Tom Crean. All the museum gave me by way of background information was three pieces of A4 paper with little snippets about him from the diaries of the men with whom he had journeyed to the South Pole. The Irish Giant, he was called.


Nevertheless, I managed, with fellow actor John Gregor, to put together about twenty minutes of a script. The first time I got into costume as Tom Crean and performed the script at the Maritime Museum, I didn’t remember much of what we’d written. I talked about how cold it was and the clothes we wore and I did a very short version of this very long 800-mile voyage when we were all in a boat and it was very tough but we did it, and thanks very much. The audience weren’t to know the nine minutes I gave them should have been twenty, and they went away happy.


Over the next six or seven months, I performed the Tom Crean character regularly at the Maritime Museum. I built up my knowledge of his three polar expeditions and would vary which one I put into the show, but mainly it was the two Scott trips, as they could be told more succinctly and fitted more easily into my short time slot. Although the original brief was to compare the leadership styles of Scott and Shackleton, I didn’t make this the central focus of the piece. Instead, I concentrated more on putting the Antarctic in context for those who knew nothing about it – for example, how the men coped in temperatures of minus 40 °C. It was going down well with visitors and I was enjoying playing Tom. But it wasn’t until a few months later, when I read a copy of Michael Smith’s excellent book An Unsung Hero, that I really got the true measure of the man. This first-ever biography of Tom Crean, published, as luck would have it, just the year before in 2000, really brought home to me just what he had achieved in the Antarctic. I read about Crean the colossus who, time and again, defied death and performed magnificent feats to save his comrades. His physical and mental strength was matched by a clear head under pressure, an unfailingly cheerful disposition and enormous courage. I now understood why he was highly regarded by both Scott and Shackleton.
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Aidan’s first performance as Tom Crean at the National Maritime Musem, Greenwich, London in 2000.


During his second Antarctic trip with Scott, Crean dodged killer whales and risked his own life to jump precariously over disintegrating ice floes and get help for two colleagues stranded on the ice. And during this same ill-fated Terra Nova expedition, it was Tom Crean who, starving and exhausted after months on the punishing ice, summoned the strength for an astonishing 35- mile solo journey to save the lives of his desperate comrades, Teddy Evans, who was dying of scurvy, and the exhausted Bill Lashly. This incredible trek earned Crean the rare honour of an Albert Medal, one of only 568 ever awarded during its 105-year history. And Crean was one of the few who found the desolate, frozen tent that bore witness to the tragic end of Robert Falcon Scott’s race to the South Pole. During the Endurance expedition, when the boat was lost and the men were stranded, Crean was one of the trusted men chosen by Shackleton to accompany him on a life-or-death rescue mission that included a hair-raising trek across the mountains and glaciers of South Georgia, where no human had ever ventured before.


Yet, a century later, hardly anyone had heard of Tom Crean. Indeed, he had only merited one brief reference in the Maritime Museum’s major exhibition of polar explorers. And I thought to myself, here was this English institution paying no mind to him at all. But, to be fair, the Irish didn’t know about him either. Most would have been like me: ‘Oh really? There was an Irishman with Scott? I didn’t know that.’ I was appalled by the injustice of it and I was inspired to redo my show entirely. As an Irishman, I wanted people to know about Tom Crean; I wanted to honour his achievements. As an actor and writer, I also felt that his story had the dramatic potential to be very powerful.


I began working on a less educational and more emotional version, investing in Tom’s character so that the audience could, too. At the same time, coincidentally, the museum started to book the show into a self-contained room so I no longer had to perform it in the vast, echoing atrium where I had to fight to hold people’s attention. The Submarine Room, where the children usually came to sit and have their lunch, even had a couple of lights that I could turn on and off. Most importantly, it had a door that could be shut to create a little world, our own polar fantasy, if you like. Before long, I had lengthened the performance to nearly an hour and it felt like a real, layered piece of drama. Museum characters are usually based on education through laughter and suddenly I was able to make people feel other things, too. I was getting great responses and feedback from the audiences and the museum was very pleased with it.


Apart from the notable absence of Tom Crean, the Maritime Museum’s polar exhibition, called South, was fantastic, with many original artefacts borrowed from all over the world. But sooner or later the keepers of the pieces would need them back, so we knew the exhibition – and therefore my museum show – could not go on forever. In the meantime, the marketing manager and Jane Dewey of the education team came up with the idea of taking Tom back to his home in order to drum up some press attention for the remaining months of the exhibition. They contacted the Kerry County Museum in Tralee because of its proximity to Annascaul, the village on the Dingle Peninsula where Tom was born and where he returned after retiring from the Royal Navy. Tralee agreed to take the show and put it on in the theatre there. It was also arranged that I would then take it to Annascaul and perform it in the South Pole Inn, the pub Tom bought for his retirement and where he lived with his wife, Ellen, and daughters from 1920 until his death in July 1938.


So that’s how I found myself on a plane heading for Kerry on a bright autumn day. I had never performed anything I’d written outside of a museum before and as I looked out over Munster, I had no idea if Tom Crean – Antarctic Explorer would stand up in a different setting – and on Tom’s home turf, too. There were some considerable people coming to see it. As well as the team from the Maritime Museum and some journalists, the audience would also include Tom Crean’s daughters, Mary and Eileen. I wasn’t trying to impersonate Tom and I have a very different energy from him. I could imagine his daughters saying, ‘My father wasn’t like that, he didn’t do any of that. Will you stop leaping around, what are you doing with your hands and, Jesus Christ, will you just stop it?’ That’s what nerves will do to you.


And I thought of my parents, on their way from Galway to see me. This was first time they had seen me perform professionally in Ireland since I had given up my very steady, very secure job at Allied Irish Bank fourteen years earlier to train to be an actor. And my Irish debut was to be in a theatre foyer and a room above a pub. It wasn’t the most impressive setting. If I’m honest, I was also trying to forget that I was being paid a pittance – a mere £60 a day – for my performances, my script and all this pressure. But then again, I thought, it’s three days in Tralee and I’ve never been to Tralee.


The plane was an hour and a half late so I felt even more stressed when I arrived at our first venue. ‘So why are you doing it out here?’ asked the mystified theatre manager. We were in the foyer of the Siamsa Tíre, the national folk theatre of Ireland. The foyer was the least theatrical space you could imagine, the sort of area where they display art or posters on felt boards. The Maritime Museum had suggested I do the show there because I was used to performing in non-theatre spaces. But even so, a foyer? ‘Ah Jaysus, we’ll put you on the stage,’ said Martin, the manager. The stage, I discovered, was inside a 400-seater theatre, home of the Siamsa Tíre dancing company that has produced many Riverdance performers. It was certainly an improvement on the foyer as a theatrical setting and really added to the sense of occasion – giving me a thrilling shot of adrenaline as I looked out from the stage to the auditorium.


I had brought over a travelling version of the show in suitcases – essentially a tarpaulin and the costume I still wear over a decade later, the same boots, gloves, long johns, jumper and trousers. My outfit is topped by a Burberry: not the smart fashion rainwear it is today, but rather a windproof gaberdine outer garment made especially by Burberry for Antarctic explorers. A BBC costumier friend of mine made a replica for me for the show. I had imagined that my costume was all I would have in the way of theatrical effects. But there was a wonderful stage manager at the Tralee theatre called Jimmy who said, ‘Shall I throw a couple of lights at it?’ So he did. ‘Do you have any set?’ he asked. I did not. He came up with a big rock they’d used as set in an Irish dance piece. It had a handy little step in it where I could perch my bottom during the show. So there I was, ready to go. The show was supposed to start at 5 p.m., but because of our delayed flight, the PR team from the Maritime Museum and the journalists with them were still getting ready over in the hotel. There were around 40 people outside the auditorium waiting to come in and the clock was ticking. When, eventually, everyone had arrived and sat down, the museum manager introduced the piece. But I was dismayed that he made it all about me rather than Tom Crean, how I was from the historic area of The Claddagh in Galway City and had given up my job in the bank to become an actor. His introduction set entirely the wrong tone, so it was up to me to take the audience to the Antarctic. And out I went onto that stage.


As a performer, you know when you have an audience. You can feel their attention, their stillness. There’s no coughing or fidgeting and, on cherished rare occasions, you can hear the proverbial pin drop. And so it was, on that night, in that theatre, in Tralee. I could certainly feel moments of silent intensity during the show. But, in all honesty, I didn’t know if it was just the audience being respectful. And while I was very conscious of this extraordinary stillness, that it felt very special, I also assumed this was because I was at last doing the show in a dedicated theatrical space rather than a room in a noisy museum. So when I took my bow at the end, relieved to have got through it, I had no idea quite how much the audience had loved it, that they had, in fact, all been blown away by the show. My parents were delighted, as were Tom’s daughters, Eileen and Mary, who were sitting in the front row. Mary, then in her eighties and still an elegant woman, said she thought it was wonderful, that she would never forget it and that I even looked like her father. I don’t look anything like Tom Crean, but this was high praise that I was very happy to accept.


There was a question-and-answer session afterwards and I remember a woman with a turban and a posh Irish accent becoming really fired up about the fact Tom was a local man and how it was ridiculous that no one knew about him. There was no mention of him at all in the Tralee museum at that time, though if you go there today, you can now enjoy the Tom Crean area. Turban lady was all for setting up a Crean Society. It was all very positive and encouraging and it confirmed my feeling that Tom’s story would make a potent piece of theatre. I was feeling delighted with myself when the local town councillor stood up and announced that I would be performing the show the next night at the South Pole Inn in Annascaul and would anyone be going to see it again. They all put up their hands – every one of them. And I thought, ‘Oh God, I’m going to have to do the Shackleton story.’
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Aidan with Tom Crean’s daughters Mary (left) and Eileen Crean O’Brien (right) after the first time he played Tom Crean on a proper theatre stage at Siamsa Tíre in Tralee, County Kerry in 2001.
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An October 2001 article by Maev Kennedy for The Guardian documenting Aidan’s first trip to Ireland with the play, which was organised by the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich.
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A TALE OF ENDURANCE


Twenty-eight men stranded on a lump of ice, eight hundred mile from where we’re supposed to be, a thousand miles from any other human being on the planet earth. And Shackleton gathers us together like the mother hen he is, and says to us, ‘Ship and stores are gone, now we go home’ … like it was just around the corner … But I am telling you, Shackleton, he meant it, he made a promise to us that morning that he etched on his heart: he would get us home.


From Tom Crean – Antarctic Explorer (Aidan Dooley)


Of the three expeditions Tom Crean made to the Antarctic, the third one, the Endurance expedition 1914–1916, was probably his most astounding achievement. The expedition, as it turned out, was aptly named. Shackleton’s plan was to become the first to traverse the 1,800 miles across the Antarctic from coast to coast. They would approach the Antarctic from the South American side, make their way through the pack ice of the Weddell Sea, then a small group would land at Vahsel Bay and attempt to traverse the entire continent via the South Pole.


But, as Shackleton wrote in his diary, ‘What the ice wants the ice gets.’ And the treacherous Weddell Sea wanted his beautiful Norwegian ship. When the Endurance became stuck in the frozen sea, finally perishing in its icy grip, Shackleton and his men had to abandon all thoughts of their ambitious plan. Staying alive was now their only purpose. Stranded on the ice and with no rescue possible, the twenty-eight men were now locked in mortal combat against a fearsome enemy: the Antarctic weather. They were cast adrift on an open ice floe and with just five tents to protect them from the sub-zero temperatures, their hope was that they would eventually drift to the open sea where they would attempt to sail to safety. They miraculously managed to live for five months on a moving piece of ice that could, and did, crack at any moment. Somehow, they all managed to avoid plunging to their deaths.


Finally they reached the open sea and set sail: their three small lifeboats woefully inadequate to cope with the terrors of the turbulent Southern Ocean. Tom Crean was at the tiller of the smallest boat, a Norwegian cutter called Stancomb Wills. While some of the men in his boat were caving under the pressure, Crean was a calm, stoical presence throughout the hazardous journey. It was six days before the exhausted, frostbitten, battered men finally reached the dry land of Elephant Island. It was an inhospitable, uninhabited land that offered a valuable resting place, but safety was still a long way off. Realising that most of the men were not fit to attempt another open-boat journey, Shackleton decided that just six men would take the James Caird lifeboat and make the epic 800-mile trip to South Georgia to mobilise a rescue ship for the twenty-two men left behind on Elephant Island. Almost inevitably, trusted Tom Crean was one of them.


The odds were stacked against the success of their rescue attempt: what realistic chance did they have in their small open boat on the world’s most dangerous seas? This was, no doubt, not something the six men dwelled on as they bade farewell to their comrades and launched their boat onto the thunderous waves. It was a bleak journey. Each of the six men suffered severe seasickness and had very little rest in their wet reindeer sleeping bags as the treacherous sea tossed the tiny vessel in its tumultuous swell. Once again, Crean was a cheery tower of strength and he would often sing (allegedly none too well) at the helm, which was both comfort and irritation to his fellow sailors. Miraculously, after around two and a half weeks in a 23-foot-long open boat, the severely weakened men reached South Georgia. They barely had enough strength to pull the boat on to the beach, but they were alive.


The rescue journey was not yet finished, however. For help lay on the other side of the island, at the whaling station, and with the boat no longer seaworthy, the only way to get there was to cross South Georgia on foot. No human being had ever done it before, let alone exhausted men with no proper equipment. The terrain was hostile to say the least, with a jagged, inhospitable mountain range to negotiate. It was an almost suicidal expedition but there was no choice: twenty-eight lives were depending on it. Shackleton would take two men with him: one was Frank Worsley, whose skills as a navigator would be crucial, and the other was Tom Crean, steadfast, unshakeable and strong in mind and body. Hope, courage and dogged determination would be needed on this journey into the unknown. Their trek was tortuous: for thirty-six hours they dragged themselves up and down mountains, with no sleep and with severe dehydration. At one point, Shackleton, Crean and Worsley had no choice but to sit on their behinds and slide at around 60 mph down a mountain in the dark, knowing that meeting a rock or crevasse would mean certain death. By yet another miracle, they once again survived and made it, at last, to the whaling station. One hardy Norwegian whaler wept at the sight of the three ragged, spent men who staggered into the station, their heroic rescue mission nearly ended. When a relief ship finally arrived at Elephant Island, all twenty-two men were still alive.


The Endurance expedition is, by any standard, an incredible, triumphant tale of survival against all the odds. And at the time I first started performing my show, very few people understood Tom Crean’s pivotal role in Shackleton’s famously death-defying journey. It is, however, an epic tale and I feared it was too long to dramatise fully in all its glory during my short play. For that reason, I hadn’t included it in that first performance on Irish soil in autumn 2001, concentrating instead on the Scott expeditions, particularly the Terra Nova, which I knew best.


So, there I was after the Tralee show, looking at a sea of raised arms as the entire audience confirmed they would be coming to see me for a second time the following night at the South Pole Inn. I felt obliged to give them something different: surely I owed them that? Looking back, I can see that I could have just done the same thing again but I thought the audience would be bored, that I wouldn’t be able to hold their attention again if I did the same material. There was nothing for it, I reasoned, but to do the Endurance expedition. I had done little bits of the story back in London at the museum but I was by no means familiar with it. Throughout the remainder of that night and the next day, I spent most of my time thinking about how I was going to change the show for the following performance. I didn’t get much sleep that night.


It was, in all sorts of ways, an unforgettable weekend in Kerry. The next day, Saturday, we went to Annascaul and I visited some of the nearby places that played such a significant part in Tom’s life. I went to Minard Castle with its extraordinary beach of huge rounded boulders, where Tom ran off to join the Royal Navy, aged fifteen, in July 1883 after an (alleged) argument with his father. I was incredibly moved to visit Tom’s burial site, which is a mile or so outside the village, and to see the mini mausoleum where he is interred with his wife, Ellen, and daughter Katie, who had died at the age of four after an epileptic fit. And I climbed up the mountains above Annascaul, to the corrie lake, called the Black Lake because it is so deep that the waters look darkly fathomless. It was here that retired Tom and his beloved dogs would walk in splendid isolation for hours on end, no doubt reflecting on his time in the mountains of the Antarctic.


And then there was Tom’s home, the South Pole Inn, where I was to perform the show. He bought the pub for his retirement but never actually worked in it, leaving all of that to his wife, Ellen. Tom didn’t like to talk about his time in the Antarctic. His daughters Mary and Eileen told me he kept his medals, including his prized Albert Medal and official medals marking his three voyages to the Antarctic, hidden away in a box and that almost everything they learned about his heroic efforts was after his death. But at least the name of his pub, incongruous against the green Kerry countryside, pays tribute to his glory days as an explorer.


I was to perform in a room above the bar. In Tom’s day, the upstairs had three rooms where the family would have lived, but they had now been knocked through into one big room. I decided to put myself in one corner, in what used to be Tom’s bedroom, a decision, as it turns out, that would have a profound effect on me. Mary and Eileen had told their children and grandchildren about the show, so there were to be around twenty of Tom’s descendants in the audience, along with my parents and the audience from the night before, plus some curious locals. I had spent the previous night and the whole day cogitating about how I would change the show to include the Shackleton story. But, as I waited in the storeroom, preparing to meet my audience, I still was not sure what would come out of my mouth once I began.
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Aidan performing the second half of the play for the first time, in Tom Crean’s former bedroom above the South Pole Inn, October 2001.


The room was packed, with around fifty or so people. And out I went on to the ‘stage’, on my second Antarctic journey that weekend, this time including the story of Shackleton and the Endurance expedition. It all seemed to be going well, the audience was rapt and I was getting towards the end of the show when something very strange happened. In character as Tom, I was explaining how I had bought the pub for my retirement and wanted to call it the South Pole in tribute to the place that had been such a big part of my life. In the script, Tom is imagining his new job as a publican when he says: ‘Wouldn’t it be magnificent to be upstairs with my wife and two living daughters, putting my collar and tie on to go to work below at the South Pole?’ I started saying this line and then I stopped abruptly mid-sentence. I was suddenly struck by the thought that, here I was, performing in his former bedroom, a place he had inhabited for so many years, standing on the same floor, with the same fireplace and walls. I felt overcome. It’s difficult to explain without sounding mad, but for a few seconds everything stood still, everything was wiped out and it was just me and Tom Crean. It was as though this strong presence of Tom came right into me, that he had somehow given me his permission to get inside his skin and do my show.
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The Kerryman review of the play’s performance in the South Pole Inn, October 2001.


And as I was having this strange, surreal, spiritual, special moment, I was also aware that there were fifty or so faces turned towards me expectantly. I had stopped mid-sentence. I’m not honestly sure what I said at that point to the audience, something like ‘this is very strange’, but I managed to back up and start the line again.
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