

[image: Illustration]




Shackleton’s
Dream




 


PRAISE FOR SHACKLETON’S DREAM


‘Extraordinary. A story that will prove to anyone who doubts it, that courage, determination, danger and disaster remain as much a part of Antarctic exploration in the Modern Age as in the Heroic Era.’


SIR RANULPH FIENNES


‘Thoroughly researched and engagingly written, Shackleton’s Dream tells the in-depth story of the first crossing of the Antarctic continent, an expedition with more than its fair share of adventure, rivalry, ego, and controversy. Following in the footsteps of his biographies of Frank Bickerton and J.R. Stenhouse, this book further establishes Stephen Haddelsey as a key historian of Antarctic exploration.’


BEAU RIFFENBURGH, AUTHOR OF NIMROD AND RACING WITH DEATH


‘The story of the most daring British polar expedition since Shackleton’s and an important link between the heroic and modern eras of Antarctic exploration.’


NICHOLAS OWENS, DIRECTOR OF THE BRITISH ANTARCTIC SURVEY


‘A superbly readable and well researched book on the trials and tribulations of the first successful crossing of Antarctica.’


KEN BLAIKLOCK, SURVEYOR AND DOG HANDLER ON THE COMMONWEALTH TRANS-ANTARCTIC EXPEDITION


‘The first crossing of the Antarctic continent remains a benchmark in the exploration of our planet. Haddelsey’s book provides an important insight into the achievements of Fuchs, Hillary and their companions.’


JULIAN DOWDESWELL, DIRECTOR OF THE SCOTT POLAR RESEARCH INSTITUTE




[image: illustration]




For my son George Fitzwilliam Haddelsey as he embarks upon the greatest adventure of them all.


Every reasonable effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their permission for the use of copyrighted material. Any valid issues that may arise will be corrected in subsequent editions.


First published 2012


This paperback edition first published 2022


The History Press


97 St George’s Place, Cheltenham,


Gloucestershire, GL50 3QB


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


© Stephen Haddelsey, 2012, 2022


The right of Stephen Haddelsey to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publishers.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 0 75247 772 5


Typesetting and origination by The History Press


Printed and bound in Great Britain by TJ Books Limited, Padstow, Cornwall.


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies


[image: illustration]




 


‘A pity we contribute yet another soiled page to the already extensive book of polar intrigue.’


Hal Lister, glaciologist on the Commonweath Trans-Antarctic Expedition


‘… to think only in terms of miles travelled is to include but a small part of the polar heritage that is ours.’


E.W. Kevin Walton, Two Years in the Antarctic


‘A journey is like the life of a man. The labours of its birth are heavy, its youth is full of ideals and hopes, its main course leads swiftly to harsh reality and its end, whether of failure or success, is bitter.’


August Courtauld, Surveyor on Gino Watkins’s British Arctic Air Route Expedition, 1930–31




Contents


Acknowledgements


1 The Last Great Polar Journey


2 The Voyage of the Theron


3 Oh, What Chaos!


4 A Shocking Bloody Winter


5 To the Ross Sea


6 Shackleton Base


7 Ross Sea Reconnaissance


8 The Basement Flat


9 Scott Base


10 Crevasse!


11 Tractors to the Plateau


12 The Starting Line


13 The Race to the Pole


14 The Hundred Days


Epilogue


Notes


Bibliography


About the Author




Acknowledgements


I would like to express my admiration for all of the surviving veterans of the British Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition (TAE) and, in particular, I should like to thank Ken Blaiklock, Richard Brooke, John Claydon, Rainer Goldsmith, Roy Homard and the late Jon Stephenson, without whose support and encouragement this book could not have been written. In addition, I should like to acknowledge the immense patience of Ken Blaiklock who has not only answered a constant flow of questions on all aspects of the expedition but has also very kindly read the entire manuscript to ensure its historical accuracy. It has been a novel and rewarding experience to have my account of an Antarctic expedition commented upon by one of the leading participants. Despite their immense achievements, very few of the veterans have chosen to formally record their experiences. Regrettable though this decision will undoubtedly appear to future generations, it is typical of their modesty and inclination to self-effacement. If it achieves nothing else, therefore, I hope that this book will serve to preserve some of their memories and views regarding the remarkable exploits in which they played such a leading part. I would also like to thank Derek Williams, the BP cameraman who accompanied the Advance Party on the Theron, for his highly evocative descriptions of his journey to the Antarctic.


Although the events of the TAE took place in relatively recent times, the task of piecing together its full story has been rendered unusually difficult by the fact that very few contemporary documents, especially diaries and letters, have so far found their way into accessible public collections. I am therefore also enormously grateful to a host of individuals, usually the widows or descendants of the explorers, who have been immensely generous in permitting me to use documents in their possession and in assisting me to trace other previously unknown sources. In particular, I would like to thank: Peter and Ann Fuchs, for their hospitality and for granting me complete access to the papers and diaries of Sir Vivian Fuchs; Peter and Sarah Hillary for permitting use of the diary of Sir Edmund Hillary; Mary Lowe and Margaret Lister for allowing me to read and quote from the diaries of their husbands, George Lowe and Hal Lister; Jan Fullarton and Roger Miller, for granting me access to the diary of their father, Sir Holmes, or ‘Bob’, Miller; Lionel Stephens, Lindsey Hinks and David Stewart, for their help in piecing together the story of Tony Stewart; Paul and Colin Rogers for the TAE anecdotes of their father, Dr Allan Rogers; Sheila and Stephen Marsh for permitting use of the papers of Dr George Marsh and Rosemary Breen for facilitating access to those papers; John Cooper and Sydney Cullis for their assistance in tracing the TAE publications of Hannes La Grange; Derek Gunn for permitting me to quote from the memoir of his father, Bernie Gunn; and Eliane George for sharing her memories of working in the TAE office at 64, Victoria Street.


I would also like to express my appreciation to Anthea Arnold whose account of the TAE’s Advance Party, Eight Men in a Crate, first inspired me to research the expedition; to Joanna Rae of the British Antarctic Survey for her assistance in tracing the TAE papers contained within the BAS archives; and to Andy Stevenson for producing such dynamic maps for the book. This list is not, indeed cannot, be comprehensive and I hope that those who have not been named individually will not think that their help is any the less appreciated. Every effort has been made to obtain the relevant permissions and I should like to crave the indulgence of any literary executors or copyright holders where these efforts have been unavailing. All photographs are reproduced by the kind permission of the explorers and their families, with particular thanks due to Peter Fuchs, George and Mary Lowe, David Stewart and Stephen and Sheila Marsh.


Above all, I should like to express my gratitude to my wife, Caroline, whose love and support have, as always, been unfailing, and to my son, George, for not hammering too loudly on my library door.


It should be noted that many of the diaries and letters quoted in this book were written in circumstances of extreme stress and hurry; inevitably, this resulted in an array of spelling mistakes and grammatical errors. For purposes of clarity and ease of reading, spelling has been corrected; punctuation has also been adjusted where absolutely necessary. Any words inserted by the author for clarity of meaning are identified by the addition of square brackets. All temperatures are given in degrees Fahrenheit and other measures in imperial as these were the most commonly used during the expedition.


Stephen Haddelsey
Halam, Nottinghamshire


Fahrenheit/Celsius conversion






	-75


	-59.4







	-60


	-51.1







	-50


	-45.5







	-40


	-40







	-30


	-34.4







	-20


	-28.8







	-10


	-23







	0


	-17.8







	10


	-12.2







	20


	-6.7







	32


	0







	40


	4.4







	50


	10







	60


	15.6







	70


	21.1










1


The Last Great Polar Journey


Somewhere on the floor of the Weddell Sea, at a point approximately 69° South, lies the twisted wreckage of the steam yacht Endurance – one of the most famous and yet also one of the most short-lived of all polar exploration vessels. On 21 November 1915, after a drift of more than 1000 miles among the grinding floes, Sir Ernest Shackleton and his party of 27 survivors had watched from the ice as the pack squeezed the life from their hapless vessel before finally letting her slip silently down to her last resting place. Caught in the chaos of splintered wood, buckled metalwork and tangled rigging lay Shackleton’s dream of being the first man to complete the crossing of Antarctica: an exploit which he had described in his expedition prospectus as ‘the last great polar journey that can be made.’


The events following the loss of the Endurance have made Shackleton’s name a byword both for high adventure and for heroic failure – after all, his plan for a trans-continental journey ended even before he or any of his men had so much as set foot on the shelf ice of Antarctica. With his crew marooned on the disintegrating floes hundreds of miles from the nearest inhabited island and with only his ship’s boats to rely upon, the rest of the grandly named Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition became, quite simply, a struggle for survival against seemingly overwhelming odds, with any thought of geographic exploration or scientific discovery long since abandoned. In real terms, therefore, for all his brilliance as a leader and as a polar explorer, Shackleton’s only contribution to the idea of a continental crossing was to imbue it with an even greater weight of romance and expectation.


If events had turned out differently and the Endurance had survived to disgorge men, supplies and equipment at Vahsel Bay on the southern edge of the Weddell Sea, the odds stacked against Shackleton and the rest of his six-man crossing party would have been colossal. The continental crossing would involve a journey of roughly 2000 miles across the most demanding landscape on the face of the planet. Mean temperatures range between –40°F and –94°F during the long Antarctic winter while bitingly cold winds not only reduce visibility by hurling clouds of drift snow into the air but also, through the phenomenon known as ‘wind chill’, push the temperatures lower still, so that exposed flesh will freeze almost immediately and even teeth will split. On clear days, the power of the sun, combined with the thinness of the ozone layer and the reflective glare of the ice, will cause skin to burn and peel. On cloudy days, even in the middle of the summer, visibility can be reduced to nil or else massively distorted; in these conditions of ‘whiteout’, all contrast is lost and objects lying only a foot away can appear to be far distant, and vice versa.


Despite the presence of spectacular mountain ranges that soar to around 16,000 feet, only 2 per cent of Antarctica’s landmass is free of ice and snow, while the rarefied atmosphere of the central Polar Plateau, rising to some 14,000 feet above sea level, inhibits the performance of men, dogs, motor vehicles and aircraft. Over large tracts, the wind has sculpted the surface ice into ‘sastrugi’, wave-like crests which can be up to 4 or 5 feet tall and as hard as iron. In other areas, less subject to the scouring action of the wind, soft snow collects in layers so deep that a man will sink to his thighs, making every step a struggle. Vast ice sheets flow down from the plateau buckling and splitting as they collide with rocky protuberances or with each other, to form deep crevasses capable of swallowing whole a man, a dog team, or an entire motor vehicle. Even worse, these fissures are often concealed by lids or bridges formed by the gradual accumulation of drift snow. Sometimes these bridges will support a considerable weight and allow relatively easy passage; sometimes they will collapse at the very slightest pressure. But these were just the obstacles that Shackleton knew to exist on the side of the continent that he, Amundsen and Scott had done so much to explore. So far as the other side was concerned, he, along with everybody else, was almost totally ignorant.


A glance at the map of Antarctica will reveal, even to the least accomplished geographer, that the shortest crossing point lies between two deep indentations in the continent’s coastline. These indentations are formed by opposing seas: the Weddell Sea, lying directly beneath the island of South Georgia and first navigated by the eponymous English sea captain, James Weddell, in 1823; and the Ross Sea, to the south of New Zealand, named after Captain James Clark Ross, who discovered it, as well as Ross Island, the volcanoes Erebus and Terror and the Great Barrier (later renamed the Ross Ice Shelf) during a remarkable voyage in 1841.


The two seas are very different in character. In the period following the discoveries of Weddell and Ross, a number of expeditions proved that, of the two, the Ross Sea is far easier to enter – though pack ice and icebergs remain an ever-present danger threatening the unwary. The Weddell Sea, on the other hand, has earned a fearsome reputation for trapping and destroying the vessels of even seasoned mariners. As a result, all assaults on the South Pole – the objective closest to most polar explorers’ hearts in the early years of the twentieth century – had been launched from the Ross Sea, with the majority of expeditions over-wintering in huts erected on, or in ships tethered to, its shores. And the identification of the glacial highways up to the Polar Plateau, most notably the Beardmore Glacier discovered by Shackleton during his Nimrod Expedition of 1907–09, only served to reinforce this trend.


In contrast with the Ross Sea’s well-mapped coastal hinterland, by 1914 that of the Weddell Sea remained largely unknown and only one expedition, led by the Swede Otto Nordenskjöld between 1902 and 1904, had over-wintered anywhere on its shores. Undertaking mostly geological investigations, Nordenskjöld’s party had spent two winters on Snow Hill Island off the north-eastern side of the great Antarctic Peninsula, which juts out from the Weddell Sea’s western flank. Despite the loss of its expedition ship, the Antarctic – destroyed by pack-ice 25 miles to the north of Paulet Island in February 1903 – the Swedish expedition achieved a great deal, proving in particular that Antarctica was essentially similar in geological makeup to the planet’s more temperate continents. But the Swedes had managed to make only limited sledging journeys, the most extensive being made in October 1902, when Nordenskjöld and two companions covered 380 miles in 33 days, and their discoveries would be of limited value to anyone hoping to thrust deep into the continent’s interior.


While Nordenskjöld focused his attention on the western edge of the Weddell Sea, during the summer season of 1903–04 William Bruce’s Scottish National Antarctic Expedition explored its eastern limits. During this voyage the underrated Bruce made two important geographical discoveries. The first was a wall of giant ice cliffs on the sea’s eastern flank. Having correctly surmised that these cliffs were an extension of Enderby Land, more than 1000 miles to the east, Bruce named his discovery Coats Land, after the Coats brothers of Paisley, who had in large part funded his expedition. His second discovery, which would prove vital for all future exploration of the Weddell Sea, was that, during the summer months, a coastal lead, or channel, opens down the sea’s eastern edge in the shadow of the ice cliffs. Although, in February 1823, James Weddell had followed a much more westerly course and had reached 74°15’S with remarkably little difficulty, future navigators would discover Weddell’s easy passage to be so unusual as to be practically unique. No route into the pack ice of the Weddell Sea could ever be considered safe – as Bruce himself discovered when his ship, the Scotia, became temporarily beset at 74°01’S – but the eastern lead, which is formed by the action of the wind plunging down from the cliffs above, is at least more reliable than any of the alternatives.


The southern reaches of the Weddell Sea were left to the German, Wilhelm Filchner, to explore during his Deutschland Expedition of 1911–12. Setting out from South Georgia in November 1911, Filchner hoped to benefit from Bruce’s earlier discoveries by sailing down the edge of Coats Land. However, his ship quickly ran into dense pack ice and he was forced further west than originally planned, eventually following a course lying between those pursued by Weddell in 1823 and Bruce in 1904. Filchner first spotted land at the end of January 1912. This completely unknown coastal region, an extension of Coats Land, he named Prince Regent Luitpold Land (now the Luitpold Coast). Continuing south through the pack, the Deutschland eventually entered an ice-rimmed bay at the foot of an enormous floating ice shelf, later named in Filchner’s honour by Kaiser Wilhelm II, while the bay itself was called Vahsel Bay, after the captain of the Deutschland.


Believing it to be securely cemented to the face of the ice shelf, Filchner decided to erect his winter quarters on a large tabular iceberg and construction work began on 9 February. Unfortunately, his confidence in the stability of the optimistically named Station Iceberg proved to be ill founded and in the early hours of 18 February the Germans’ campsite echoed to a series of loud reports, which quickly grew in frequency and volume. Under the influence of the spring tide and a sudden drop in barometric pressure, the ice had begun to split in all directions with large areas of the ice shelf, some up to 18 miles in length, breaking off completely. In no time at all the Station berg itself was rotating freely, with the expedition hut, eight Manchurian ponies, the dog teams and all the expedition’s equipment – not to mention many of the explorers themselves – turning with it. Realising that their position had become untenable, Filchner gave the order to abandon the berg – but not before the hut had been dismantled and carried back to the Deutschland along with the majority of the expedition’s stores.


Enjoying a reputation for quite literally laughing in the face of danger, the burly Filchner was undeterred by this near-catastrophe. The ice conditions made another landing impracticable but with most of his stores and equipment salvaged, he decided to retreat to South Georgia for the winter before returning the following spring to continue with his planned programme of work. But it was not to be: by early March his ship was completely beset and for nine months she remained locked in the pack, unable to steer or free herself – a fate that would be shared by the Endurance just three years later. Unlike the Endurance, however, the Deutschland survived her months of helpless drifting and when the floes eventually began to break up she was able to limp back to South Georgia, which she reached on 19 December. Once again, the risks of navigation in the Weddell Sea had been amply demonstrated.


Given that the Weddell Sea was known to be so dangerous and that the 1000-mile wide expanse between Vahsel Bay and the South Pole remained, to all intents and purposes, terra incognita, why would any expedition intent upon prosecuting a crossing of the continent start from there instead of from the much better known Ross Sea? The answer, of course, lies in the fact that the Weddell Sea was known to be so difficult. Were a crossing party to start from the Ross Sea, it might find neither depots nor ship on the far side of the continent, because the pack ice of the Weddell Sea had either denied access to the rescue ship or, worse still, trapped or crushed it. With no means of evacuation and depleted rations and fuel, a successful crossing party would be doomed. Travelling in the opposite direction, even if their ship were delayed by unusually difficult ice conditions in the Ross Sea – as Scott’s Terra Nova had been in December 1910 – a party could survive on the stores known to be cached on Ross Island by previous expeditions.


The nature of the terrain, where known, also needed to be considered – particularly when expedition plans included the use of motor vehicles. Any party travelling between the Pole and the Ross Sea must traverse the vast ring of the Trans-Antarctic Mountains. Rising to more than 14,000 feet, these mountains might prove to be an insurmountable obstacle to motor vehicles and it would be better to attempt their crossing as late as possible in the journey, as precedent had shown that, in the event of vehicle failure, sledging parties could reach the coast from the mountains with dog teams or, if necessary, by man-hauling. Of course, this theory made no allowance for impassable mountain ranges on the Weddell Sea side of the continent, but the explorers had little option but to plan for the obstacles that they knew to exist.


Finally, the experiences of the pioneers, who had fought against the katabatic winds which sweep down the glaciers from the high Polar Plateau, had led some to believe, mistakenly, that the prevailing wind blew across the continent, from the Weddell Sea to the Ross Sea. If this were really the case, then it would be far less gruelling to travel with the wind rather than against it.


Although there is some evidence that Shackleton may have given at least passing consideration to a continental crossing as early as 1907, long before Nimrod reached McMurdo Sound at the beginning of his own attempt on the Pole,1 he was not the first explorer to draw up and publish detailed plans for such an expedition. The primary objective of Filchner’s 1911 expedition had been to attempt a crossing, with the specific aim of determining whether Antarctica was a continent or a great archipelago, with a frozen strait linking the opposing seas.


Filchner had first announced his plans in 1909. On 17 March of the following year, William Bruce placed his own proposals for a crossing before the Royal Scottish Geographical Society. According to his scheme, a party would be established in Coats Land, where it would be left to over-winter. In the meantime, the expedition ship would land a second party on the opposite side of the continent. During the second season, the Coats Land party would launch its attempt to cross the continent on foot. The Ross Sea party, meanwhile, would also push inland with the intention of meeting the crossing party and helping it to complete its journey.


Of course, none of these plans ever reached fruition. Filchner’s expedition, like Shackleton’s, foundered in the Weddell Sea. As for Bruce, his own prickly nature, coupled with the machinations of Sir Clements Markham – the erstwhile president of the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), who never forgave Bruce for competing with his own beloved Discovery Expedition – meant that he was never able to raise sufficient funds and his project was stillborn. He did, however, exercise some influence over future events by lending generous support to Shackleton. Despite his urgent desire to do so, the embittered Bruce never returned to the Antarctic after 1904. Filchner also turned away from the frozen south, though with less reluctance. Originally famous for his travels in Central Asia, after 1912 he confined his activities to Nepal and Tibet. As for Shackleton, drained by the terrible months on the ice; by the epic open-boat journeys to Elephant Island and on to South Georgia; and by his battles with the establishment to secure the rescue of his men from Elephant Island and McMurdo Sound, he did not live to make a second attempt at the crossing.


Despite this sorry catalogue of aborted schemes and near-fatal expeditions, the dream of an Antarctic crossing lived on and explorers from later generations soon stepped forward hoping to make it a reality. The first fresh aspirant was Gino Watkins, the wunderkind of British Arctic exploration in the early thirties. Following successful small-scale expeditions to Edge Island and Labrador, in 1930 the 23-year-old Watkins led the British Arctic Air Route Expedition to East Greenland, with the objective of taking detailed weather observations to support a proposed air route from England to North America. As well as collecting a mass of meteorological and geological data, the expedition discovered the important Skaergaard intrusion, manned the first all-winter meteorological station on the Greenland ice cap and completed a daring 600-mile open boat journey around the south of the island. Acclaimed a spectacular success, the expedition brought Watkins both international fame and the Founders’ Medal of the Royal Geographical Society – making him its youngest-ever recipient.


Given this meteoric rise, it was not very surprising that influential figures in the RGS should seek to steer Watkins south. With the exception of Shackleton’s rather chaotic Quest Expedition of 1921–22, no major British Antarctic expedition had been launched since 1914 and many believed that, unless bolstered, British influence in the sphere would rapidly decline. In contrast, American interest was clearly on the rise: Admiral Richard Byrd’s Little America Expedition of 1928–30 had already made the first flight over the South Pole and Byrd and Lincoln Ellsworth were both rumoured to be planning further sorties. In this context, the handsome and charming but also surprisingly tough and experienced Watkins appeared to be the obvious successor to Scott and Shackleton.


Watkins was altogether less convinced. Having fallen deeply in love with Greenland, at first he pooh-poohed the idea of abandoning its people, its rich wildlife and its hunting in favour of the comparatively barren southern continent. The Antarctic, he said, did not appeal to him at all: ‘there were no natives, and hunting was just a case of knocking fat and fearless animals on the head. The place was all ice, five million square miles of it, very cold and deadly dull.’2 Despite these reservations, however, it did not take him long to realise that, although Amundsen had already claimed the Pole, the south still offered prizes greater than those to be found in Greenland. In particular, the question of whether the Antarctic constituted a single landmass or a series of two or more islands remained unanswered – and must remain so until someone crossed the continent. With the enthusiastic encouragement of Antarctic worthies like Hugh Robert Mill, the friend and biographer of Shackleton, James Wordie of the Endurance Expedition, and Frank Debenham, a veteran of the Terra Nova Expedition and now Director of the Scott Polar Research Institute (SPRI), after a tentative start Watkins’s plans evolved swiftly. Debenham gave an outline of the proposed expedition at the Antarctic Club’s annual dinner on 9 January 1932 and wider publication of the expedition’s prospectus followed just days later.


From the outset, Watkins made no bones about the fact that he considered the crossing to be ‘unfinished business’ for the Empire and that he was deliberately stepping forward to assume the mantle of Shackleton. The primary objective of his expedition, he announced, was ‘To cross the Antarctic from the Weddell Sea to the Ross Sea, thus carrying out Shackleton’s plan for his 1914 Expedition “to secure for the British flag the honour of being the first carried across the South Polar Continent”.’3 His expedition would land in the vicinity of Vahsel Bay in January 1933 and immediately commence laying depots 300 miles southwards. The main journey would begin towards the end of October and would last four and a half months at the most, with the crossing party being picked up from the Ross Sea side of the continent no later than the middle of March 1934. Eight men would make the journey, including fellow Air Route Expedition veterans Freddie Spencer Chapman, Quintin Riley and John Rymill, with eight sledges and 120 dogs. This would be the first British Antarctic expedition to rely so heavily upon dogs – but it would also be the first with real knowledge of the capabilities and the limitations of dog teams, as Watkins and his colleagues possessed considerable experience of dog-driving, having learned directly from the Eskimos themselves. It would also be the first crossing plan to include air support, with aeroplanes being used to undertake reconnaissance for the depot-laying parties and to chart the unexplored Weddell Sea coast between Vahsel Bay and Graham Land.


Having announced his intentions, Watkins now faced the unenviable task of raising the necessary funds and he soon found himself in direct conflict with what Freddie Spencer Chapman described as ‘a cynical, damping world, peopled mainly with business men, whose outlook was entirely different from our own.’4 Of course, the outlook Chapman so deplored had been shaped by the impacts of the Wall Street Crash of September 1929 and Watkins’s guileless enthusiasm and his tales of the great white wastes to be conquered did little to impress Britain’s bruised financiers. While his ambitions might provide them with a happy respite from more pressing worries, none had money to spare for such romantic and essentially profitless pursuits.


By the middle of May 1932 the situation looked desperate and, in a last ditch attempt to shame his countrymen into parting with their cash, on the 16th Frank Debenham wrote an impassioned letter to The Times. ‘In another week or so’, he asserted, ‘it will be too late to secure a ship for the expedition, and their plans will have to be given up, their personnel dispersed, and the chance lost forever … It seems a thousand pities that for lack of a timely £10,000 their [Scott’s and Shackleton’s] successors should be forced to give up their brave project, to abandon their hope of following in the footsteps of Scott and Wilson, “to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield”.’5


Debenham’s letter brought in a few cheques but nothing substantial and on 20 June the same newspaper published another letter on the subject, this time from Watkins himself. ‘May I claim a small space in your columns’, he asked the editor, ‘in which to announce with regret that my plans to cross the Antarctic this year have had to be abandoned for lack of financial support. A recent letter in The Times on the subject brought a great deal of moral encouragement and many good wishes, but it is clear that the financial crisis has prevented the more material assistance without which such an expedition cannot proceed.’6 On the same day, at the annual general meeting of the RGS, Admiral Sir William Goodenough, the Society’s president, told Watkins that he hoped ‘that in the future you will be enabled to carry out that great project in the Antarctic which I know fills your mind.’7 But it was not to be. By the middle of the following month Watkins was back in his beloved Arctic seeking to build upon his earlier air route surveys and by 20 August he was dead, drowned while seal hunting alone in Lake Fjord. He was 25.


Watkins’s brief glance southwards did produce some results. The evening before his untimely death, he was still discussing with his companions the future potential for an Antarctic crossing and on their return from Greenland, Rymill and Riley joined other veterans of the original Air Route Expedition to launch the British Graham Land Expedition (BGLE) of 1934–37. Under Rymill’s leadership, this expedition, which proved to be the last pre-war British expedition to Antarctica, was highly successful in its geographic and scientific investigations. In particular, using dog teams and a De Havilland Fox Moth aeroplane, it mapped most of the coast of Southern Graham Land and proved decisively that it was a peninsula and not an archipelago divided by one or more channels. In most people’s eyes, this expedition formed the bridge between the Heroic Era and the modern age of properly equipped and funded expeditions – it did not, however, seek to push south from the Antarctic Peninsula. The BGLE was also significant because, sailing before the mast of its expedition ship, the Penola, was a 21-year-old volunteer who would eventually become one of the final contenders for the prize of completing the first Antarctic crossing; though it would be another two decades before Duncan Carse staked his claim.


During the war years, Britain limited its activities in the Antarctic to the establishment of three manned bases: on Deception Island in the South Shetland Islands and at Port Lockroy and Hope Bay on the Graham Land Peninsula. This Royal Navy-led exercise, known as Operation Tabarin, had two objectives: to deny these shelters to German U-boats and surface raiders and to reassert British territorial claims in response to incursions by pro-German Argentina and Chile. Although scientific and geographic investigations formed no part of the function of these bases, when they were ceded to the newly established Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey (FIDS) after the war they – and similar bases later established at Signy Island, Admiralty Bay, the Argentine Islands and Stonington Island – became the hub of further British exploration on and around the Antarctic Peninsula. Just as importantly, they became the training ground for a new generation of British Antarctic explorers and scientists.


Typical of this new breed of British polar explorers was Vivian Ernest Fuchs – or ‘Bunny’, as he had been known since his prep school days. Born at Freshwater on the Isle of Wight in 1908, to a German father and an English mother, Fuchs had been educated at Brighton College and at St John’s College, Cambridge, where he read geology, zoology and botany. Handsome and athletic, with a shock of dark hair swept back from his forehead and a penchant for illicitly climbing the college roofs, at Cambridge Fuchs was a close contemporary of Gino Watkins, Peter Scott, son of Britain’s foremost Antarctic hero, and of Launcelot Fleming, who would later serve on the BGLE. Most important of all, it was at Cambridge that Fuchs, like Watkins before him, fell under the spell of James Wordie, who would do more then any other to shape his future career as an explorer.


In 1926 Wordie, whom Fuchs described as ‘a man of great reserve and few words, but with an unexpectedly pawky sense of humour’,8 had led a party of undergraduates on the Cambridge University East Greenland Expedition. He had planned a follow-up expedition in 1927, for which he recruited Watkins, but had been forced to postpone the trip until 1929, by which time Watkins had launched his own expedition to Labrador. Looking for replacements, at the end of the summer term Wordie asked Fuchs to join the party and the young geologist accepted with alacrity.


As well as making the first ascent of the 9623-foot Petermann Bjerg, then thought to be the highest peak in the Arctic, and completing a detailed programme of geological investigation, Wordie’s 1929 expedition was important for giving the 21-year-old Fuchs his first taste of travel in the polar regions. Between 2 July and the beginning of September, he encountered pack ice, crevasses, glaciers and polar bears for the first time – and he relished every minute. ‘I keep on feeling how impossible it is to realise my luck in being here to revel in and marvel at all these things’, he enthused in his diary. ‘… I wish I had thought of wintering.’9


Although the expedition had been ‘a memorable baptism of ice’,10 which gave Fuchs an abiding passion for travel in high latitudes, he spent most of the next two decades in rather warmer climes. In 1930 the Cambridge zoologist, Barton Worthington, launched a university expedition to East Africa, his primary objective being to study the biology of Lakes Baringo and Rudolf in the Eastern Rift and Lakes Edward and George in the Western Rift. But Worthington also wanted to study the geological history of the lakes and for this he needed a specialist. ‘To my amazed delight,’ recorded a grateful Fuchs, ‘Wordie suggested my name.’11


Fuchs quickly proved as susceptible to the sights, sounds and atmosphere of Africa as he had been to those of Greenland. ‘These early African years were to prove a revelation,’ he later wrote. ‘This great black brooding continent caught my imagination and interest as completely as the Arctic pack ice had done,’12 and he spent most of the next nine years baking in temperatures which often topped 100°F, surrounded by dusty bush and acacia thorn trees, breathing the exotic scents of the tropics and listening to the trilling of cicadas and the calls of the larger beasts. Worthington’s 1930–31 expedition was followed immediately by Louis Leakey’s 1931 East African Archaeological Expedition and in 1934 by an expedition, which Fuchs led himself, to the Lake Rudolf Rift Valley, where he undertook surveys and geological investigations over an area of some 40,000 square miles. The material gathered during these expeditions enabled Fuchs to complete his doctoral thesis before launching his final African expedition to Lake Rukwa in Tanganyika (now Tanzania), where his small team worked from 1937 to 1938 on geology, surveying and palaeontology.


The years 1929–1938 were invaluable to Fuchs, honing his skills both as a field scientist and as an expedition leader as well as bringing him to the attention of influential figures in the world of exploration who would help to open further opportunities in future years. No less significant, though he probably didn’t realise it at the time, was the experience he gained of travelling over long distances in extremely remote and sparsely inhabited regions of challenging terrain. ‘Roads were either non-existent or indescribably bad,’ he recalled, ‘and all our work was done against a background of incessant punctures and a constant struggle to get our vehicles to the points we wished to investigate.’13 With the exception of the punctures, he might easily have been describing his future travels in Antarctica.


In 1939, Fuchs was commissioned into the Cambridgeshire Regiment and, with a wide knowledge of the people, customs, languages and geography of East Africa it was almost inevitable that he should be posted to West Africa, about which he knew practically nothing. He spent 18 months in the West African Command Headquarters at Accra on the Gold Coast, kicking his heels and breeding chameleons for amusement, before returning to England in the autumn of 1943 for further training at Camberley Staff College. In June 1944, he landed in France as a member of the Army’s Civil Affairs department, and at last he felt a part of the real war effort, moving in behind the combat troops to create some kind of order from the aftermath of the fighting and to set up a functional civil administration in towns, many reduced to rubble, which had only just been evacuated by the Germans.


Like many of the explorers of the Heroic Era, who had moved straight from expedition life to what Shackleton described as ‘the red fields of France and Flanders’,14 on being demobilised in October 1946, with the rank of major and a mention in despatches to his credit, Fuchs found himself unemployed and doubtful about his future. His entire adult life had been spent on expeditions or in the army and finding employment commensurate with his peculiar experience and qualifications might well prove difficult. The answer to his quandary came from an unexpected source and in an entirely unexpected arena.


After Cambridge, Fuchs’s friend and fellow geologist, Launcelot Fleming, had sailed south with John Rymill’s BGLE, combining the functions of geologist and chaplain. On his return, Fleming had maintained a passion for the Antarctic, becoming a keen advocate of further exploration and, eventually, Director of SPRI. When he heard that Fuchs needed a job, the explorer-clergyman was ideally placed to help. In particular, he told Fuchs that FIDS needed scientists to man its newly acquired Antarctic bases. ‘This perhaps was something I was competent to do,’ wrote a relieved Fuchs, ‘and I applied to the Colonial Office for a position as a geologist.’15


To his utter astonishment, instead of being offered the position he had applied for, immediately after his interview the selection board asked Fuchs if he would accept the post of Overall Field Commander of all seven Antarctic bases, with his headquarters at Base ‘E’ on Stonington Island. The appointment, however, would last for one year only, partly because the government remained uncertain regarding its long-term commitments in a period of post-war austerity and partly because FIDS itself was in a state bordering on chaos. Not only had the embryonic Survey recently been inherited from the Royal Navy by a distinctly reluctant Colonial Office, it also suffered from a divided command, its activities being overseen by a Polar Committee in London while day to day management rested with Sir Miles Clifford, the bullish and opinionated Governor of the Falkland Islands. Despite these uncertainties, Fuchs accepted the post and immediately began to read up on a region about which he was almost entirely ignorant. His appointment dated from July 1947 and on 20 December he set sail for the Antarctic on board the MV John Biscoe. ‘I was given no directive about the general programme, nor the work to be undertaken’, he wrote four decades later. ‘It was indicated that as much survey, geology and meteorology as possible should be done, and to this end I began collecting and reading past scientific papers. The upshot was that we went into the field with virtually a blank cheque to plan our own programme.’16


Arriving at Stonington Island, Marguerite Bay, on 22 February 1948, Fuchs immediately embarked on a crash course in Antarctic survival, covering everything from construction work in sub-zero temperatures to the handling of small boats in ice-choked waters to dog-driving. The first important test of his newly acquired ‘ice-craft’ came on 27 July, when he led a party of five on a 220-mile depot-laying expedition to Alexander Island. Whiteout, thick drift, high winds and an appalling surface made the 110-mile outward journey gruelling for men and dogs but these conditions did nothing to deter the 40-year-old novice and, in September, he led a 940-mile geological reconnaissance of George VI Sound to a point just south of Fossil Bluff. By the time he regained Stonington Island on 19 January 1949, the bay ice had begun to disintegrate with wide pools forming close to the shore. Usually, this would be a precursor to a wider break up of the sea ice but when Fuchs climbed the 3000-foot Roman IV Mountain on 11 February, he could see that between the coastal pools and the open sea there lay a vast, unbroken stretch of ice some 40 miles wide, rendering Stonington Island completely inaccessible to shipping. By 1 April, with ice conditions showing no sign of improvement, he knew that the John Biscoe would not be able to relieve Base ‘E’ before the end of the season. ‘Our fate was confirmed’, he wrote, ‘– it would be another year before we saw a new face.’17


Always on the lookout for compelling tales of derring-do, the British Press was not slow to pick up on the story of what it rather melodramatically insisted on calling the ‘Lost Eleven’. In fact, though coal would have to be carefully husbanded, in all other respects the Stonington Island party was well equipped for another winter, though it would be very hard pressed if the John Biscoe failed to reach them the following year. To keep his men occupied and to prevent them dwelling on the exaggerated reports of their own plight, Fuchs inaugurated a programme of improvements to the cramped base hut and then started planning additional sledging journeys to be completed the following summer. Most important among these were a trip to study the emperor penguins at a newly discovered rookery on the Dion Islands and another extended geological survey along George VI Sound, the latter involving an epic journey of 1084 miles, which Fuchs and his sledging companion completed in 90 days. On 6 February 1950 relief arrived in the form of a De Havilland Norseman, despatched from the John Biscoe, and the long-awaited evacuation began at last.


On his return to England, any concerns that Fuchs may have harboured about his future employment were quickly allayed. Faced with an ever-increasing mass of scientific data flowing from its Antarctic bases, the Colonial Office had decided to create a new body dedicated to the collation, study and publication of this material. Having so recently returned from two highly productive years in the Antarctic, Fuchs was an obvious candidate to become the first director of the new FIDS Scientific Bureau and, on 19 June 1950, he took up his new post. Under his energetic direction, the Bureau’s reputation and its responsibilities grew rapidly – largely because no other body existed which could answer an increasing number of enquiries on Antarctic matters. To their credit, the bureaucrats of the Colonial Office accepted that their creation had taken on a life of its own and, at the end of its initial 3-year term, they decided to extend the Bureau’s life by another 3 years. ‘We were in business’, wrote Fuchs, ‘– and this time it was for keeps.’18


Despite his genuine interest in the work of the Bureau, Fuchs had spent most of the last 20 years in the field and it was probably inevitable that, as he sat at his desk in Queen Anne’s Chambers in London, he should continue to mull over other possible expeditions. Foremost among these was a crossing of Antarctica. The idea seems to have occurred to him first in August 1948, during his depot-laying expedition to Alexander Island. On 15 August, a ferocious blizzard overtook the party, keeping them pinned down for four frustrating days. On the 16th Fuchs noted in his diary ‘Tonight I have since 20.00hrs been round through the driving snow to visit the other tents to explain our position and perhaps cheer them up. Heaven knows I’m gloomy enough myself, though I hope I don’t show it.’19 It was during this round of morale-boosting visits that he first discussed the idea of a crossing with Ray Adie, the South African geologist who had taught him the rudiments of dog handling. ‘So, in a snow storm,’ Fuchs later wrote, ‘originated the idea of crossing Antarctica, and that evening I set to with a stub of pencil to outline the concept of such a journey.’20


With the wind rasping round his tent, Fuchs noted that the objectives of such an expedition would be fourfold: ‘(a) Cross continent to find structural junction Ross Sea – Graham Land Peninsula; (b) Test cold weather equipment for services; (c) Give personnel experience; (d) [Assess] Weather conditions in centre of continent – fly party in.’21 His team would be drawn from the Royal Navy, the RAF, the Army and FIDS and they would be equipped with two ships and six aircraft. The main motive power of the expedition, however, would be provided by twelve dog teams made up of 140 animals. Significantly, in this summary, scribbled on a single side of foolscap, Fuchs made no reference to mechanised transport – though this was hardly surprising given that he had absolutely no experience of motorised sledges.


Although the idea began as little more than an idle fancy designed to while away tedious hours of inactivity, it quickly grew into something more substantial. When the John Biscoe and the Lost Eleven stopped at Port Stanley on their way home to England, Fuchs took the opportunity to mention his embryonic scheme to Miles Clifford. According to Fuchs’s later account, the Governor ‘immediately grasped the idea that such a journey was of potential scientific value and could add to British prestige.’22 Given Clifford’s influence, this response was hugely gratifying. Fuchs was rather less pleased, however, when the Governor dispatched the impressively named Lieutenant-Colonel Kenelm Somerset Pierce-Butler, the previous commander of Base ‘E’ and now secretary to FIDS, to ask him to hand over his plans on the basis that such an expedition should be executed by FIDS. Much to Clifford’s irritation, Fuchs refused absolutely to divulge the details of a scheme which he saw as his own property – though the Governor’s annoyance would probably have turned to amusement had he known that Fuchs’s jealously guarded ‘plans’ consisted of just one scruffy sheet of pencil jottings.


For his part, Fuchs was ‘flabbergasted by this attempted poaching’.23 What he may not have known, however, was that, at more or less the same time that he had first committed his ideas to paper, Pierce-Butler and Gordon Robin, physicist on the Norwegian-British-Swedish Antarctic Expedition (NBSAE) of 1949–52, had also been discussing the potential for a crossing. Although the idea had not been pursued, Pierce-Butler had raised it with Clifford who, he told Robin, ‘was very keen on the outlined scheme I gave him’24 and also responded positively to the idea of its being managed by FIDS. This being the case, Clifford probably saw Fuchs as the ‘poacher’ rather than vice versa. Still smarting from his skirmish with the Governor, on his arrival in England, Fuchs raised the matter with Wordie who, as well as being ‘wise in counsel and strong in support’,25 now occupied a seat on the Colonial Office’s Polar Committee, the governing body of FIDS. As a member of Shackleton’s Endurance Expedition and an advocate of Watkins’s 1932 plan, Wordie was naturally interested in the scheme; but he told Fuchs that his timing was poor. Instead of pursuing an idea which would inevitably require an extended period of absence and substantial funds, for the time being he should focus on the work of the new Scientific Bureau and trust Wordie to determine when conditions were more propitious.


Of course, for Fuchs, the greatest risk in adopting this strategy was that Clifford – or the representatives of another country altogether – would steal a march on him. Certainly, the Governor had been swift to action and, shortly after his first talk with Fuchs, he had approached James Griffiths, the Secretary of State for the Colonies. ‘It has been held,’ he wrote on 24 March, alluding to the geographical puzzle that Filchner first sought to unravel, ‘that the Antarctic continent may, in fact, be sub-divided by an ice-filled depression linking the Weddell Sea and the Ross Sea; geographically this is entirely possible. My object then would be to form a special expedition within FIDS to undertake the investigation of this theory, using Stonington Island as the main base for it.’26 Completely side-lining his uncooperative junior, in a later letter to Griffiths he also proposed that the expedition should be led by Pierce-Butler on the basis that ‘familiarity with the area, proved sledging ability and leadership qualities are required and are combined in this officer.’27 In another letter from the same period, he went on to tell one Colonial Office official that Fuchs ‘has his points from a Bureau point of view but is likely to be tiresome in other directions. He has an extremely high opinion of Dr Fuchs.’28 At this stage, there seemed little likelihood of Clifford choosing to ‘forgive and forget’.


Fortunately for Fuchs, Whitehall’s response to Clifford’s suggestion was typically non-committal: yes, the plan had its attractions – but it would be costly and highly complicated. Undeterred, the Governor continued to press for a more definitive answer, and on 12 December he received another prevaricating cable from the Colonial Office telling him that the ‘… way is not yet clear for decision [on] your proposals. In any event long period of preparation would be necessary. You therefore can assume that in any case project could not be put in hand early enough to affect your plans for season 1951–52.’29 In July 1951, the irrepressible Clifford raised the subject yet again – and this time the reply was much less equivocal: ‘It was agreed that the transcontinental expedition from Graham Land to the Ross Sea was not a project suitable to be undertaken by the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey in present circumstances, and should be left in abeyance.’30 Clifford might have taken some solace from the fact that the proposal was to be ‘left in abeyance’ rather than dismissed altogether, but clearly he would find no support in the short term.


Wordie had been much shrewder in reading the government’s mood. Unlike Clifford, he had realised that in the immediate post-war period, with the future of FIDS itself uncertain, the debt-conscious mandarins of the civil service would view any costly and ambitious scheme with grave scepticism. However, with the death of King George VI in February 1952 and the accession of the 25-year-old Elizabeth II, Wordie believed that the mood in government had changed and that bold initiatives which might serve to underpin Britain’s prestige would be viewed more sympathetically. Early in 1953, with preparations for the Queen’s spectacular coronation well underway and the country being swept by a new feeling of optimism about its place in the post-war world, he began cautiously to put out feelers in the tight-knit polar community. Perhaps most importantly of all, rather than exclude Clifford, Wordie decided to recruit him to his cause. It proved an astute move and very soon the Governor would become one of the scheme’s most ardent champions.


Primed by Wordie, Clifford raised the idea at the Polar Committee on 24 March and quickly demonstrated that past rebuffs had done nothing to diminish his enthusiasm. According to Launcelot Fleming, who also sat on the Committee, ‘the Governor of the Falkland Islands was quite clear in his mind that he wanted to choose a leader and get a general plan under way before he returned to Port Stanley.’31 It was probably during the ensuing discussion that Wordie again put his protégé’s name forward as an obvious candidate for leadership. With the passage of 3 years and in the interests of presenting a unified front, Clifford was willing to let bygones be bygones and, on 28 March, he raised the subject directly with Fuchs. ‘At a meeting of the Polar Committee on the 24th of March’, he wrote, ‘I explained my proposals for a trans-Antarctic journey combined with the delimitation of the Weddell coast, the main objects of the journey being exploration, seismo-glaciology and such geology as might be possible.’32 Although by this point he must have been told by Wordie of the Committee’s deliberations and of his candidacy for leadership, Fuchs may well have been surprised when his old enemy then went on to request that ‘On the assumption that if such an expedition is approved you will be invited to lead it, please prepare a paper for submission in the first instance to the Chairman of the FIDS Scientific Committee who will then pass it, with their comments to the Polar Committee.’33


Overall Fuchs must have been enormously relieved by the Governor’s letter, as it indicated that his most powerful adversary had now switched sides. His relief, however, would have been tempered by two events which followed in quick succession and revealed that, for all the assurances of Wordie and Clifford, the competition for leadership of the trans-Antarctic expedition might not be a one-horse race after all. The first event was a conversation in ‘The Feathers’, a public house near Fuchs’s office, and a popular FIDS watering-hole; the second was receipt of a draft proposal for a transcontinental journey. Fuchs’s interlocutor in the pub and the author of the proposal were one and the same: Duncan Carse.


Since his return from the BGLE in August 1937, Carse’s career had followed an unusual course for a man who would one day put himself forward as the prospective leader of a major Antarctic expedition. Except for wartime service with the Royal Navy, he had spent most of the period since leaving the Penola with the BBC. Initially acting as a general presenter and announcer, in 1949 he had beaten more than a thousand other applicants to succeed Noel Johnson as the eponymous hero of the hugely successful radio show ‘Dick Barton, Special Agent’. But for all their popular appeal Carse found Barton’s fictional escapades a poor substitute for real adventure and in 1950 he took the daring step of resigning from the show in order to lead the South Georgia Survey (SGS).


In spite of the most appalling weather, between 1 November 1951 and 18 April 1952, Carse and his six-man team had undertaken a detailed survey of the largely unmapped island, exploring the Allardyce mountain range and, in the manner of Scott and Shackleton, man-hauling their sledges over ice fields and glaciers to create an accurate map of the area between King Haakon Bay and Novosilski Bay. Despite the usefulness of this work, however, Carse seems to have viewed it as little more than a means to an end. According to his biographer and fellow SGS veteran, Alec Trendall, many of Carse’s key career moves, including his service on the Penola as well as his ultimate leadership of the SGS, should be seen as ‘a succession of decisions that Duncan made as part of a plan to be involved in Antarctic exploration.’34 This dearly-held ambition had suffered a major setback in 1945 when a recruitment panel rejected Carse’s application to join the newly-formed FIDS – ostensibly because of his lack of specialist skills, but perhaps also because of a well known impatience with authority. Despite this blow, aged only 31, Carse was far from ready to admit defeat. ‘I have something to give to polar exploration’ he told a friend after his rejection, ‘– I have always believed that and I always will.’35 In this context, the role of Dick Barton was nothing more than a stopgap. As for the SGS, he saw it simply as a ‘useful tuning-up job before tackling really big business.’36


When, on his return from South Georgia, Carse learned from his friends in the polar establishment that the idea of a trans-Antarctic crossing was once again being mooted, it seemed that his chance to tackle ‘really big business’ had arrived at last. In March 1953, he met with Wordie and with Colin Bertram, biologist with the BGLE and Director of SPRI from 1949, to discuss the project. Given that Wordie obviously favoured Fuchs and that he had previously refused to support the SGS, it might seem unlikely that he should invite Carse to work up plans for such a complex and demanding project as the crossing of Antarctica. But, at this stage, Wordie appears to have been casting his net wide. In February he had also spoken to Gordon Robin, asking him to further develop the outline sketch for a crossing that he had first drawn up with Ken Pierce-Butler. Whatever Wordie’s motivation may have been, Carse immediately set to work and by 23 March – a day before the Polar Committee’s meeting and five days before Clifford’s formal invitation to Fuchs – he had completed an eleven-page proposal, presenting ‘as briefly and clearly as possible, a practical solution to the problem of sledging across Antarctica.’37


Like his predecessors, Carse considered that treacherous ice conditions made it more sensible to start the journey from the Weddell Sea and to end it at the Ross Sea, thereby establishing the crossing as an east-to-west transit, with Marguerite Bay and Vahsel Bay as the possible starting points. The expedition’s equipment and supplies would be towed by a combination of dog-teams and ‘Weasels’, a form of motorised sledge designed and built in America for use by the military. In terms of timing, if fortune smiled on the expedition, then a crossing might be launched during the summer season of 1955–56, though he admitted that such a schedule was highly ambitious. ‘Finally,’ he asserted, ‘it must be realised that the first crossing of Antarctica by sledge is going to be quite an assignment – a hard job for hard men.’38 It was a conclusion with which few experienced polar travellers would disagree.


Having prepared his outline, Carse immediately asked for Wordie’s opinion. To his immense surprise and frustration, instead of offering encouragement, Wordie replied with the suggestion that he should avoid circulating his proposal ‘till matters have gone a stage further.’39 Even worse, wrote Carse, ‘Wordie now tells me that Sir Miles has asked Fuchs to plan and lead the Expedition; he does not tell me that he, also, is backing Fuchs … as a potential leader I’m not prepared to sit back and be confronted in due course by a fait accompli, possibly making use of my plans.’40 Irascible at the best of times, Carse was infuriated by the realisation that there were other competitors in the field and, spurning Wordie’s advice, he immediately proceeded to distribute additional copies of his proposal, each copy being accompanied by a letter in which he complained bitterly about what he considered to be ‘backstairs technique, intrigue, subterfuge and dishonesty.’41 The recipients of these letters included Fleming, Bertram, Robin, Brian Roberts of SPRI – and Fuchs.


Why did Carse send a copy of his proposal to a man whom he now knew to be a favoured contender for the role of expedition leader? Perhaps he felt that his own chances had been effectively scotched and that he had nothing to lose; more probably, he intended to make it impossible for Fuchs to duplicate any portion of his plan without opening himself up to accusations of plagiarism. Whatever Carse’s objective may have been, given that he had not yet published his own proposal, Fuchs clearly felt uncomfortable. On 8 April, he replied to Carse, telling him that ‘You will remember that when we last discussed matters in “The Feathers” I told you that “I reserved my position” in regard to the Trans-Continental. I also said that you ought to leave your plans with Roberts and Wordie and not with me. I refer to this as I do not want you to feel that I have been anything but open with you on this matter. This is particularly pertinent since a certain quarter has requested me to put forward proposals for a trans-Antarctic journey.’42 Of course, the ‘certain quarter’ was Miles Clifford and it was to Clifford that Fuchs wrote on 7 July, again emphasising that Carse had shared his plans with him ‘contrary to my request that he should not do so.’43


According to his biographer, Carse had always felt that his position as an outsider placed him at a considerable disadvantage when dealing with the polar establishment. Now, as well as being disgusted by what he saw as duplicity on Wordie’s part, he clearly felt that Fuchs’s greater Antarctic experience and his position as Director of the Scientific Bureau were bound to make him the preferred candidate in the eyes of others besides Wordie and Clifford – and he was not alone in thinking so. On 14 April, Colin Bertram, who had known Carse on the BGLE and was broadly sympathetic to his cause, told him that ‘My judgement of the position is that if government funds should prove to be available then the leadership of the venture would really be a government choice. That choice I guess would not fall upon you.’44 Just three days later, Carse more or less acknowledged that the game was up. ‘I don’t think I shall be doing the job myself’,45 he admitted to Gordon Robin, though this private admission of defeat did not prevent him from developing a more detailed plan, which he completed at the end of August.


In fact, one of the key factors counting against Carse was his decision to downplay the importance of science during the expedition. ‘The Transcontinental Journey is a major expedition in itself;’ he asserted, ‘and while plans should be made for the carrying out of other useful work … all must be subordinated to the attainment of the main objective. For this reason, it is probably inadvisable to try to combine the Crossing with an elaborate scientific programme – the danger of falling between stools must be avoided at all costs.’46 Although Heroic Era explorers like Shackleton and Amundsen would have sympathised with this view, it was hardly politic to state it so bluntly. After all, the expedition would probably be sponsored in large part by FIDS, with its emphasis on scientific rather than ‘heroic’ exploration, and to a lesser degree by bodies like the Royal Society, the RGS and SPRI.


Having studied Carse’s proposal, Fuchs told Clifford that ‘I cannot agree to much of his ideas … the journey must have scientific importance.’47 His own proposal, which he issued, rather belatedly, in July, emphasised the need to complete a demanding programme of scientific study throughout the course of the expedition. In particular, in a statement which still resonates among climate change scientists today, he wrote:




An important object of the journey will be seismic sounding of the ice from coast to coast. The profile so provided will reveal the nature of the polar ice sheet. The measurement of its depth and volume is pertinent to problems of world wide significance. These include climatic changes past and present; eustatic changes (world wide changes of sea level), isostatic movements (local elevation and depression of the earth’s crust); and the relation between glaciation, sea temperature and the biological balance of the Southern Ocean.48





In addition, detailed gravimetric, geological and meteorological observations would be made. Overall, as might be expected of the head of the FIDS Scientific Bureau, Fuchs was at pains to communicate his conviction that the ‘importance of the scientific results achieved must be sufficiently great to justify the combined Commonwealth effort involved … The journey will combine geographical exploration with scientific studies given special prominence.’49


Science, however, would not be the only potential beneficiary of the expedition. Since the launch of Operation Tabarin in 1943, Argentina had continued to hotly dispute Britain’s claim to its Antarctic and sub-Antarctic possessions and, as recently as February 1952, armed Argentinian sailors had attempted to prevent a FIDS party from landing stores at Hope Bay. The Argentinians retreated after the arrival of the frigate HMS Burghead Bay, dispatched from the Falklands by Clifford, but it was clear that they would continue to challenge British sovereignty whenever the opportunity arose. In the light of such aggression, in a document marked ‘SECRET’ and prepared some time after his main proposal, Fuchs outlined for the Polar Committee what he saw as the potential political and territorial advantages of launching a high profile expedition. ‘It has been considered’, he wrote, ‘that the Trans-Antarctic Expedition would have considerable prestige and political value for this country, particularly in regard to the dispute with Argentina and Chile.’50 He then went on to explore a number of options for the future of the British presence in Antarctica, ranging from a complete abandonment of the FIDS bases to a significant expansion of FIDS activities in the region. He thought this last option highly desirable but also acknowledged that, because of the ‘considerable annual outlay of money … it is perhaps unlikely that the government will be willing to make such a long term commitment.’51 Overall, he believed that the most pragmatic way forward would be for Britain to expand its operations for a period of 5 years, during which time it would be possible to establish the economic potential of the continent. In the event of the government choosing this, or any of the other options which involved a continued presence of whatever duration, he asserted that ‘the expedition itself will be a powerful factor in supporting the United Kingdom [sic] claims and those of the Commonwealth as a whole.’52


Although early sight of Carse’s plans had placed Fuchs in a difficult position, his own proposal actually bore a far closer resemblance to Robin’s than to anyone else’s – a fact unlikely to prove contentious since Robin had long since abandoned any idea of leading such an expedition himself and, encouraged by Wordie, the two men had willingly exchanged ideas. The key elements of Robin’s plan were that a base should be established in the southern reaches of the Weddell Sea, at a position roughly 77°S, 40°W and that a convoy of motor vehicles should make its way from this base to the Bay of Whales or via the South Pole to McMurdo Sound, carrying out a programme of surveying, geology and glaciology en route. ‘While the Weddell Sea base was being established,’ Robin continued,




… a second expedition should establish headquarters in the Ross Sea for one year to provide support in the final stages of the journey. This support should consist of surface and air reconnaissance to select a safe route for [the] final stage of the trans-Antarctic journey … This part of the expedition … should be based on, and perhaps run by New Zealand.53





When writing to Robin on 19 February, Fuchs, too, had emphasised that he ‘envisaged a form of Combined Commonwealth Operation drawing on Britain, Australia, New Zealand and Canada for finance, personnel and equipment’54 and in his detailed proposal he also recommended the establishment of a ‘Reception Base in the Ross Dependency’. The Ross Sea base, he suggested, ‘could be conveniently operated from New Zealand, possibly by a joint New Zealand and Australian party if those countries wish to take part.’55 The role of this second party would be ‘to find a route to the inland ice via the Ferrar Glacier and to establish a depot at Mount Albert Markham. They will also assist the trans-continental party in their descent.’ Key elements of both proposals, therefore, were that they should involve other Commonwealth nations and that bases should be established on both sides of the continent. Of course, the involvement of other Commonwealth nations might also serve as an effective means by which to relieve the financial and logistical burdens of the undertaking and as early as June, even before he distributed his proposal, Fuchs obtained an interview with the New Zealand and Australian Prime Ministers, who were in London to attend the coronation. He received an encouragingly sympathetic hearing but neither was willing to make any commitment before Fuchs could confirm the extent of the British government’s involvement.


So far as routes were concerned, Carse and Robin suggested a number of alternatives and Fuchs, too, considered two options: one starting from Stonington Island and the other from Vahsel Bay. The primary disadvantage of the Stonington Island plan, however, was that it would increase the total distance to be travelled by some 700 miles and, since Fuchs now accepted that the journey must be made with motor vehicles with dogs serving only as backup, this would mean a substantial increase in the expedition’s fuel requirements. The extra mileage would also place a significant additional strain on motor vehicles which, despite the improvements in reliability and endurance achieved since the Heroic Era, had never been tested over such huge distances. In addition, the need to travel so much farther would seriously limit the expedition’s ability to undertake an extensive scientific programme; it would increase the risks; it would take much longer to complete; and it would be more expensive, with Fuchs estimating that the Stonington Island plan would cost £224,500 against the £144,200 required for the Vahsel Bay plan. Overall, he believed that the Vahsel Bay plan was ‘simpler, safer, and more likely to succeed’.56


Of course, the Vahsel Bay plan was not without its own risks. Foremost among these were ‘ignorance at this stage of a good landing place and doubts about the sea ice conditions which may prevail in the Weddell Sea in any particular year.’57 So far as the establishment of a base on the Weddell Sea coast was concerned, Fuchs argued that both Filchner and Shackleton had been severely hampered by their reliance upon dog teams, which made it essential that they should minimise the distance to be travelled. In contrast, his own use of motor vehicles, with their greater load-carrying capacity and range, gave his expedition ‘considerable latitude in the distance to be travelled’ and therefore made it ‘possible to use a landing place further north in Coats Land.’58 As for the uncertainty over ice conditions, he emphasised that the Deutschland and the Endurance had been wooden-hulled sailing vessels with only auxiliary engines. ‘Just as tracked vehicles and aircraft now enable us to undertake a journey of the type proposed,’ he concluded, ‘so do high powered modern ships of better design and accumulated experience of ice navigation provide confidence in present day ability to sail down the east coast of the Weddell Sea.’59 It was a bold assertion and one that would come back to haunt him.


In its essentials, Fuchs’s plan did not evolve significantly in its passage from the drawing board to execution. One important development was the decision to spread the expedition over two full years, instead of just one. In the Antarctic summer of the first year, an Advance Party would land at Vahsel Bay to erect the expedition’s Winter Quarters, which would be named ‘Shackleton Base.’ They would also commence the programme of meteorological observations and undertake preliminary surveys. The following January, the Ross Sea base would be established while, in the Weddell Sea, the Advance Party would be joined by the main Crossing Party, led by Fuchs. Any members of the Advance Party not included in the Crossing Party would return to England with the expedition ship. The primary advantage of this modified plan was that, on its arrival in Antarctica, the Crossing Party would be free to concentrate exclusively on preparing for the journey ahead rather than being distracted by construction work. The crossing itself would be launched in November and was expected to take approximately 100 days. All the men over-wintering during the second year would cross the continent and the base itself would be abandoned when they set off into the interior.


Another change related to the timing of the expedition. Before the idea of the Advance Party was developed, Fuchs had hoped that the expedition would land in Vahsel Bay early in 1955 and embark on the crossing sometime in November. Some interested parties, including Sir Lawrence Kirwan of the RGS, had expressed doubts as to whether a year was sufficient to organise such a major undertaking ‘since polar expeditions have usually taken longer to launch than originally planned’60 but it was not until Fuchs became embroiled in the problems of fundraising that he was eventually forced to push back his schedule by 12 months. Eventually, it was agreed that the Advance Party would land early in 1956, to be followed by the main Crossing Party a year later. This would mean that the journey would begin in November 1957 and be completed by early March 1958. Disappointing though this delay might be, it would mean that the expedition’s scientific investigations would complement the work of the Antarctic bases being set up by various nations, including Britain, as part of the International Geophysical Year (IGY), also planned for 1957–58.


By the middle of 1953, the race for leadership of the expedition was all but over. Having studied Carse’s initial proposal, Clifford told Wordie that ‘I have examined the paper with some care and I am not impressed … I have no confidence whatever in Carse as a Leader; there is something lacking. He is too glib.’61 Five months later, he finally quashed any idea of adopting Carse’s scheme when he reported to the Secretary of State for the Colonies that ‘I consider this to be a meretricious and over-ambitious plan resting on ill-founded assumptions, working to a highly improbable time-table, and without adequate safety margins.’62 Though it would be some months before Carse finally admitted it to himself, like those of Filchner, Bruce, Shackleton and Watkins before, his plan for a trans-Antarctic crossing had been consigned to the ever-growing pile of ‘might have beens.’


In stark contrast to his scathing commentary on Carse’s submission, Clifford’s assessment of Fuchs’s proposal was almost fulsome in its praise:




I have read this paper with the very greatest interest and congratulate you on a very clear exposition of the intention and well-reasoned argument in support of your own proposal for carrying it out. I agree entirely with your conclusions … I hope that your proposals will commend themselves to the Pundits and that the necessary financial and departmental support will be forthcoming for I remain convinced that it is a project of the first importance, the successful completion of which would redound very greatly to our prestige.63





The Governor’s one major suggestion related to the choice of aircraft: ‘if funds run to it I would strongly recommend a Beaver which will take up to 1080lb, and with the emergency tank has a range of 815 miles … There is a bigger version known as the “Otter” which might do very well indeed for the Ross Sea Party.’64 It was a suggestion that Fuchs was happy to take up as it would substantially increase the expedition’s ability to undertake aerial reconnaissance and eventually the expedition’s air contingent swelled to include two Austers and one Otter for the Weddell Sea party and an Auster and a Beaver for the Ross Sea party. Ultimately, it would also lead to the last major development in Fuchs’s plan: the decision to make the first trans-Antarctic flight by a single-engine aircraft, the flight to be undertaken by the RAF personnel after the departure of the main Crossing Party.


As early as July, Fuchs could report that ‘There is a general atmosphere in favour of the project’, 65 and by October he was able to tell Clifford, who had returned to Port Stanley, that the ‘Polar Committee received the proposals quite well … New Zealand seemed definitely in favour, South Africa interested, Australia sat on the fence and Canada kept quiet … Colonial Office definitely supported it.’66 Some highly vocal opposition had yet to be overcome, however: most notably that of Brian Roberts, a veteran of the BGLE and one of the originators of Operation Tabarin, who now divided his time between the Polar Desk of the Foreign Office and SPRI. Fuchs later wrote that, initially, he had been greatly puzzled by Roberts’s objections to the expedition, which became so determined and oft-repeated that Wordie even went so far as to remark ‘when faced with Brian at SPRI, “That’s the enemy!”’67 Only when it became apparent that Roberts thought, incorrectly as it turned out, that government funding of the expedition would militate against his own plans for an aerial survey of the Dependencies did his opposition begin to make any sense. Roberts was also a friend and supporter of Carse, but once the aerial survey work to be conducted by the expedition had been scoped to his satisfaction he was, in the words of Colin Bertram, ‘able to take a somewhat different attitude.’68


Despite such skirmishes, the momentum behind the expedition was rapidly becoming irresistible. Having already obtained the support of the Polar Committee, at the beginning of 1954 Fuchs submitted his plans for further consideration and comment by the RGS. Given that the RGS Council chose Wordie to lead its analysis of the proposal, it was not very surprising that on 1 February his sub-committee of Antarctic experts should report that ‘the plan of the proposed Trans-Antarctic journey is a reasonable one produced by an Antarctic explorer of considerable experience and one well worth attempting. The Sub-committee recommend that the project should be warmly encouraged by the Royal Geographical Society on grounds of geographical exploration apart from other considerations.’69 In passing its findings to the Commonwealth Relations Office, the RGS also accepted that the plan was ‘more likely to be carried out by Dr Fuchs than by anyone else. He is a Gold Medallist of the Royal Geographical Society and has the right to set up to lead and also take part in the scientific work of the expedition.’70


With this emphatic endorsement still ringing in his ears, Fuchs next set about forming the administrative bodies that would be essential in putting his plans into effect. Beneath a General Management Committee, chaired by Air Marshall Sir John Slessor and with Rear Admiral Cecil Parry as its secretary, a number of separate sub-committees were formed to deal with matters including finance, the scientific programme and personnel selection. The mountain of work facing the committees was formidable, as Parry observed: ‘In short we had no accommodation, no men, other than the leader, no material, precious little ready cash and no precedent for an enterprise of such magnitude.’71 Fuchs sat on, or reported to, every committee and with the demands on his time increasing daily, he obtained a temporary leave of absence from the Scientific Bureau, his sabbatical to last for the duration of the planning and execution of the expedition.


In common with practically every Heroic Era expedition, perhaps the greatest challenge of all was fundraising – and as he turned his attention to this uncongenial but essential task Fuchs might well have sympathised with Bruce and Watkins, whose trans-Antarctic dreams had come to nought because of their inability to obtain the necessary finance. Government approval of the expedition, particularly when that approval was supported by a grant, was seen to be absolutely vital and at the inaugural meeting of the expedition’s Management Committee in June 1954, Slessor asserted that ‘the main problems to be faced were not operational but financial, particularly as private support could not be expected until financial support were given by the Government.’72 Although Slessor went on to state that a ‘Government decision on financial aid was hoped for at the end of July’, it was not until the last day of November that Fuchs could report that ‘through the Colonial Office, HM Treasury had been asked for a sum of £100,000 towards the cost of the expedition’73 and it took until 17 February 1955 for Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister, to announce that the money would be forthcoming.


The credibility that this grant gave to the expedition in the eyes of potential private donors was further reinforced when the Queen agreed to become patron and Churchill’s successor, Anthony Eden, launched the public appeal for funds. In his speech, Eden paid tribute to the ‘spirit of adventure’ that underpinned the expedition, comparing Fuchs with the explorers of the Elizabethan age. But he also took the opportunity to bolster Britain’s claims in the region, telling his audience – and no doubt trusting to the newspapers to ensure that his voice was also heard in South America – that ‘We – Her Majesty’s Government – have no wish to extend our influence beyond those areas which have been recognised as ours. For that reason the route of the Expedition, long though it is, crosses only Commonwealth territory; but we do intend to maintain the right to our wide areas and to explore them.’74


So far as raising private finance was concerned, Fuchs had an obvious model to follow. Unlike the brusque Bruce and the guileless Watkins, in seeking backing for his Nimrod and Endurance expeditions Shackleton had excelled at playing on the egos of wealthy backers such as James Caird and Janet Stancomb-Wills; at obtaining sponsorship from companies who saw the potential of advertising through association; at drumming up popular support through the shrewd manipulation of the press; and at coercing a reluctant establishment to cough up additional funds through methods little short of moral blackmail. Learning from the master, Fuchs employed all of these strategies, typically telling one potential backer that ‘the expedition will contribute substantially to the newly arising “Commonwealth-Elizabethan Era”. As I have explained, we shall be asking for substantial contributions from industry for which in fact there will be no return except prestige for this country and the Commonwealth as a whole.’75 The style, and the cool assurance with which, in the same letter, he asked for £25,000, were pure Shackleton. And given that Fuchs’s original estimate of £144,000 quickly proved to be woefully short of the mark, he needed to be ambitious.76 Fortunately, his boldness paid off and, unlike every previous British expedition to Antarctica, the TAE was never seriously short of funds, with his successes ranging from the sponsorship of sledge dogs by British schools to British Petroleum’s agreement to meet all of the expedition’s colossal fuel needs, making it the expedition’s single biggest corporate sponsor.


With his expedition’s future now assured, Fuchs could at last turn his attention to selecting his men and, just like his fundraising, his approach to recruitment bore an uncanny resemblance to Shackleton’s. Although willing to take expert advice in order to assess a candidate’s professional competence, when it came to judging their character and overall fitness for expedition work, Shackleton relied exclusively upon his own shrewdness and insight. Indeed, so great was his conviction that he could gauge a man’s abilities almost at a glance, applicants often found themselves appointed or rejected on the basis of interviews lasting no more than a few minutes. And to his credit, subsequent events had shown his self-confidence to be justified, with the team selected for the Endurance Expedition, in particular, remaining remarkably united despite the most appalling strain.


Like his illustrious predecessor, Fuchs eschewed any form of what we now call personality profiling and he even asserted that the ‘idea of taking a psychiatrist on a polar expedition hardly bears thinking about.’77 To some, including Rainer Goldsmith, the man recruited as the Advance Party’s medical officer, this refusal to adopt more objective means of assessing character seemed both extraordinarily old-fashioned and short-sighted. According to Goldsmith, Fuchs ‘took people, generally, who wanted to go and that was his only criterion. He didn’t ask anything about whether you got on with people or whether you had schizophrenia or depressions … We suggested to him that it might be a good idea to have some sort of psychological profile or something to help select people. But he was dead against this – dead against it! He knew exactly who to choose: “I know who to choose! If I like somebody then I’ll choose him”.’78 Psychiatrists were not the only candidates likely to receive short shrift. In an unconscious echo of Shackleton’s rejection of ‘three sporty girls’,79 in a later lecture, Fuchs admitted that he too had ‘steadfastly opposed the inclusion of women in an Antarctic team as liable to cause more trouble than they are worth.’80 Despite these restrictions, however, there was no shortage of candidates, some experienced polar veterans, others complete novices whose applications were based on their expertise in other specialist fields.


Typical of the former were Ken Blaiklock and Roy Homard. Blaiklock, one of the first men to be appointed, was a professional surveyor who had originally served with Fuchs at Stonington Island in 1948. Hearing of Fuchs’s plan while returning home from another FIDS expedition, he had sent a telegram saying ‘Don’t forget me!’81 and had been rewarded with appointment to the leadership of the eight-man Advance Party, as well as membership of the twelve-man Crossing Party. Homard’s desire to take part had been no less intense. A senior NCO with the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, he had been responsible for the maintenance of the vehicles on the British North Greenland Expedition (BNGE) of 1953–54 and, when standing before the Queen to receive the Polar Medal for his work in Greenland, in a spontaneous aside he had asked whether she, as patron of the expedition, would support his application!82 Although the sovereign had declined to exert her influence, Homard’s experience guaranteed him a post as one of the Weddell Sea party’s two engineers.


A key team member without previous polar experience was the expedition’s senior engineer, David Pratt. Having served with a Royal Engineers tank squadron during the war, Pratt was very familiar with tracked vehicles but he had also taken an engineering tripos at Cambridge and was therefore able to approach engineering problems from a theoretical as well as a purely practical standpoint, planning complex vehicle recoveries long before he reached the Antarctic. According to Fuchs, he also had ‘the happy knack of persuading unsuspecting people into doing far more than they intended when first confronted with a Pratt Scheme, and it was undoubtedly due to his untiring and relentless energy that the immense amount of work on our vehicles, in England, Norway and the Antarctic, was completed in the short periods of time available.’83


Of course, one of Pratt’s first duties was to help in the final selection of the vehicles to be used on the crossing. Summing up the history of motor transport in the Antarctic, he wrote that its development ‘has been slow. This may be due to the very nature of the continent and the ensuing practical economic reasons.’84 Whatever its causes, this slow evolution meant that, in real terms, the British Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition (TAE), as the expedition was known from June 1954, had few alternatives from which to choose. Fuchs, Carse and Robin had all assumed that their expeditions’ primary motive power would be provided by Weasels, though all acknowledged that it might well prove problematic to obtain sufficient numbers of a vehicle which was produced only in small quantities and was already in high demand as a result of increased polar activity on the part of the United States.


The Weasel also had a dubious reputation. It had been used by the Norwegians in Finnmark towards the end of the war and, according to John Giaever, leader of the NBSAE, ‘they were a perpetual source of anxiety for the transport officers. The fan belts broke and the tracks broke.’85 The French Greenland Expedition of 1949–51 had also discovered that they wore out an endless supply of tracks; that they must be handled with extreme caution; and that they could not be relied upon to pull more than 1.5 tons. Although the experiences of the NBSAE had been altogether more satisfactory, taken together, these limitations made using the Weasel for a largely unsupported journey of more than 2000 miles, much of it across unmapped and unknown territory, a distinctly risky proposition.


Of course, the Weasel had been designed not for the Antarctic but for the Arctic and this was true, also, of a revolutionary new vehicle which would eventually become the mainstay of the TAE: the ‘Sno-cat.’ Designed and built by the American Tucker Sno-cat Corporation, this vehicle was intended primarily to facilitate the repair and maintenance of telephone lines in northern Canada and Alaska. Powered by a 200hp Chrysler V8 petrol engine and capable of 15mph, the Sno-cat’s greatest advantage was its unique traction system, designed to provide almost 100 per cent traction even when turning in soft snow. The vehicle also possessed four independent tracks, one for each of its four pontoons, located at each of the vehicle’s four corners in much the same manner as the wheels of a standard car. When the front pontoons were turned to the right, the rear pontoons automatically turned to the left, so that the vehicle always turned on its own axis, thereby reducing friction and preventing the Sno-cat from ploughing a trough for itself when it turned – a common fault in more conventional tracked vehicles like the Weasel. Taken in the round, these features made the Sno-cat far more attractive than the alternatives, but their high cost (£5000 per unit), their limited availability and the fact that the expedition had ‘few pounds and no dollars’86 meant that Fuchs would not be able to rely upon them only. In effect, as Homard later wrote, ‘we had to take what we could get’87 and, ultimately, this meant a combination of Sno-cats, Weasels, a Canadian-built Muskeg tractor and even Ferguson farm tractors.


Fuchs had long since moved out of his Bureau office and into a small suite of rooms at 64 Victoria Street in London, just a stone’s throw from where Scott had established his headquarters for the Terra Nova Expedition. Describing the life of the office, Homard wrote that ‘Months of high pressure work resulted in mounting numbers of files, trays, desks, telephones and cabinets filling the offices and even overflowing into adjacent rooms as new members “clocked in” and were given a chair and part of a desk. Everybody worked “flat out” in anticipation of field work to follow and the honour of having been chosen.’88 Individual responsibilities ranged from estimating the number of thermometers likely to get broken, to determining how many spare pairs of socks, how many light bulbs and how many drive sprockets would be needed. The work went on well into the night, seven days a week, and grew so frenetic that, by the end of spring 1955, Parry believed that the TAE offices were generating ‘the highest level of noise and bustle of any in London.’89


Despite the expedition’s seemingly unstoppable momentum, one vital question remained unanswered almost until the last minute: who would take charge of the Ross Sea Party and become, in effect, Fuchs’s overall second-in-command? Fuchs told Noel Odell, a veteran of both the 1924 and 1938 British Everest expeditions, that the ‘leader at McMurdo Sound should no doubt be a New Zealander’,90 but who should that leader be? To many commentators there was only one obvious candidate: Sir Edmund Hillary. Hillary’s conquest of Everest on 29 May 1953 had made him not only the most celebrated New Zealander of his day but also one of the most famous men alive; it was not unnatural, therefore, that once the idea of New Zealand participation had been mooted, people should begin to link his name with the project. One of the first to make the suggestion publicly had been the New Zealand Morning Advertiser, which, in January 1954, asserted that ‘Sir Edmund Hillary, and his close friend, George Lowe, have both previously expressed eagerness to visit the regions in the south. This is not surprising for the trans-Antarctic trip, if ever made, would be one of the greatest exploration journeys ever undertaken by man.’91
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