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PREFACE 



Among the meticulously recorded details in a programme of groundbreaking scientific research in Antarctic waters known as the Discovery Investigations is a series of reports made regularly by the successive captains of RRS William Scoresby and RRS Discovery II, describing the overall movements and day–to–day progress of each ship.


One of these, the Forty Ninth Letter of Proceedings of RRS Discovery II, covers part of an unusual break in the normal research programme when the ship was sent to the rescue of two American aviators, Lincoln Ellsworth and Herbert Hollick-Kenyon. 


Leonard Hill, captain at the time and author of the Forty Ninth Letter of Proceedings, kept his personal copy of this report on a cupboard shelf for most of the following years, and it only came fully to light after his death in 2003. Hill left various notes and jottings which suggest he would have liked to have written an expanded version himself. 


The book which follows is an attempt to put the account into its wider context.
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		Map 1 Antarctica, with South America, South Africa Australia, and New Zealand.


	



INTRODUCTION



For several months during the winter of 1935–1936, newspapers around the world carried the news of the disappearance, somewhere on the Antarctic continent, of an American explorer and aviator, Lincoln Ellsworth, and his pilot, Hubert Hollick-Kenyon. The flight was remarkable for the way in which it revealed a stretch of land, hitherto unseen and therefore uncharted and unexplored. Unfortunately for the aviators, their radio connections failed, and the waiting world became alarmed. Their rescue six weeks later, resulting from a remarkable union of traditional seamanship and the latest achievements in aerial exploration, caused even more of a stir. 


The mid-1930s marked a time of change in Antarctic exploration. The Heroic days were over. The previous 150 years had been a period of great exploration, highlighted in the first part of the twentieth century by the work of Robert Scott and Ernest Shackleton. Countries claimed or annexed areas, and maps of the time clearly showed the demarcation of the land they had discovered. Antarctica appealed as the last of the great areas for them to acquire. Britain, with her wide-spread Empire, was at the forefront of those wanting to have a firm foothold in that part of the world. At one point the UK hoped to claim the entire continent as part of its empire, but by the 1930s changes had come.


In 1923 New Zealand assumed from the UK the right of sovereignty over the Ross Dependency. This included the Ross Ice Shelf, the Balleny Islands, Scott Island, and other adjacent islands. In 1933 Australia, which had always shown a strong interest in the entire area, accepted control of the territory neighbouring it to the West, and called it King George V Land. Meanwhile, areas of exploration continued. Between 1929 and 1931 the UK, Australia and New Zealand were major explorers in these territories, while John Rymill from the UK led an important expedition to Graham Land between 1934 and 1937.


However, from the early 1900s, another matter drew people’s attention to the South. As a result of declining stocks of whales in Arctic regions, there was now sharp focus on the whaling industry. It was essential to prevent losses in Antarctic waters similar to those in the Northern waters. For one, the Falkland Islands Dependency depended on income from whaling. To maintain this, the British Government established the Interdepartmental Committee for the Dependencies of the Falkland Islands. Known in more popular terms as the Discovery Committee, this body would carry out scientific investigations into the natural resources of the area, their conservation, and aspects of economic development arising from them.


From the 1920s onwards, steady research by the Discovery Committee produced findings of immense importance to science, with results for oceanography from chemical analysis of the oceans, for marine biology and for geology, all published in the Discovery Committee’s publication, Discovery Investigations. Specially equipped research ships, the RRS William Scoresby and RRS Discovery, replaced in 1929 by RRS Discovery II, covered many thousands of miles of Antarctic waters and were crucial for the findings, made in a series of expeditions known as commissions.


When the world became aware that there was no contact with Ellsworth and Hollick-Kenyon, the Australian Government felt called upon to organise a rescue. Knowing that a UK research ship was working in Antarctic waters, they asked the UK Government to provide help. In London the Colonial Office turned to their Antarctic Committee who, after much debate, called on RRS Discovery II, the research ship in question, to provide the help required. She would be equipped with seaplanes along with airmen from the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), then make her way to the Bay of Whales beside the Ross Sea. In due course the New Zealand Government was drawn into the support.


For RRS Discovery II this meant the loss of the time and the season for carefully planned research. It also meant a journey through the Ross Sea pack ice, a highly risky operation for a ship which was patently inadequately protected for working through such heavy ice. This entailed passing through 500 miles of often dense pack ice which would, for a while, make any movement impossible and which at any moment could have crushed the small, steel ship into pieces. The Master, Leonard Hill, only recently appointed as captain in readiness for the current commission, had, as part of his contract, agreed to comply with regulations which enjoined due care when entering all but the lightest ice. It was incomprehensible to him now that he should be told to undertake such a mission. However, after several enquiries made to the Discovery Committee in London, and much deliberation and debate with his colleagues on board ship, Hill accepted the task and set out with the support and enthusiasm of his ship’s company. 


This book focuses on this episode in the mid–1930s when the interests of politics and science clashed and RRS Discovery II was diverted from her research programme to assist in the rescue of the American aviators. It includes in some detail the journey of the American aviators and their harrowing journey to the American base, Little America, beside the Bay of Whales. It then describes the extraordinary challenge the captain and the mariners of Discovery II met when taking the ship through the notorious pack at the entrance to the Ross Sea in order to rescue them, and the efforts by which this was achieved. It shows the outstanding way in which the airmen of the RAAF assisted the project by identifying a route through the ice, and ultimately were able to overfly the area where they found the missing American airmen. It also recalls a way in which international cooperation made it possible for a team to provide aid in times when resources were still limited, and the risks involved far higher than today. 


The book retells the story of the rescue in fresh detail. It adds to the account many of the difficulties in the planning and the preparation of the expedition, less well-known at the time, if indeed acknowledged at all. It considers the stresses and conflicts between the different parties who called for the expedition, the apparent lack of support from some quarters given to the captain of the ship, and the varying and respective priorities of different members of the supporting groups. 


It looks at the expedition from the angle of the captain, mariners, and scientists of Discovery II. It considers their reactions to the mission and the problems they experienced in communicating with their control centre, the Antarctic Commission in London. It looks closely at initial difficulties in Melbourne which at the time added to the challenge for the captain but, when resolved, led to a supportive friendship and helpful advice for the enterprise. It notes the reactions of the Americans involved at the centre of the rescue, as well as those of both the sailors, scientists, and marine staff of Discovery II. It also considers views of the personnel of the RAAF who, from their base on Discovery II, created new aviation history in their flights over Antarctic waters and the Antarctic continent itself. For these, it acknowledges the accounts of Flight Lieutenant Eric Douglas, both in his official reports and also from the insights he wrote in his informal ‘Rough Log’, accessed with thanks to the Scott Polar Research Institute (SPRI), Cambridge.


Without the navigational skills of the Captain, the aviation skills of the RAAF, the companionship and support of the Chief Scientist of the Discovery Investigations, and the enthusiasm of the entire group of men, the outcome of their flight might have been very different for the American aviators.


The book starts from the recollections of the captain of RRS Discovery II, both formal and informal. It looks at the records of the Discovery Committee as seen in the ship’s logbooks, in the captain’s regular letters of proceedings, and in the minutes of the many meetings of the Discovery Committee and its subcommittees. It studies letters sent between government officials, considers the newspaper articles written at the time, and examines much of the correspondence, often private, between committee members. It considers the accounts of the chief air officer, Flight Lieutenant Eric Douglas, on whose help the captain depended for knowledge of the route he might take through otherwise intractable ice, and who, on a difficult flight over the area around the Bay of Whales, effected the sighting of the American aviators. The learned articles in The Geographical Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London have provided a valuable source of information. This book also refers to the accounts of some of the people who were on board Discovery II at the time of the rescue, to the book A Camera in Antarctica by the photographer, Alfred Saunders, and to the book South Latitude by the scientist, F.D. Ommanney. It turns also to Lincoln Ellsworth himself for his detailed accounts in The Geographical Journal of London, The National Geographic Magazine of the National Geographic Society of Washington D.C. and his book Lost Horizons, published in 1938. On occasions, accounts recorded in these works differ. I have endeavoured to assess the events as they happened. The error is mine if on occasions I have made a wrong interpretation.
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Chapter 1 DISCOVERY II AT THE  ICE  EDGE 


It was early December 1935, and almost high summer in the Southern Ocean. Days were long, with little darkness and relative warmth. That morning there was light snow, but the water was calm. These were often the best conditions, allowing for the ship to remain steady while the light was diffused through a thin veil of snow, and there was less glare. The scientists on board Discovery II had just completed several hours of work. Now they were looking forward to breakfast before starting the rigorous task of recording and collating the information they had gathered. 


The RRS Discovery II, a research ship with arguably the best specifications of the time for deep sea scientific research, was working near the ice edge at 59° 44′ S 98° 5′ E, off the Queen Mary Coast of Wilkes Land in Eastern Antarctica. She had left London on 3 October, at the start of a cruise in the Southern Ocean. After a reasonable voyage, they had sighted Robben Island, South Africa, soon after 05.00 one month later. The ship then berthed in Simonstown harbour just after 17.30 on 3 November.1 For the next week the usual harbour routine took over: repairs and organisation to prepare for the next few months, with official visits but a relaxed atmosphere when officers invited the seamen to lunch or tea. The good relationships which already existed between everyone on board became even stronger. Over the next six days they left a good impression in Cape Town. Early on 9 November Discovery II began to move from harbour. She rounded Cape Agulhas early the next morning. 


The ship then moved south-east, heading towards the ice edge. This was the start of a series of voyages planned to take them round the entire Antarctic continent over the next nine months.2 Within a week she reached the region of the Kerguelen Islands, rugged outcrops of volcanic rock in the south of the Indian Ocean forming an archipelago and beset by strong winds and a generally chilly climate. Scientists began to make detailed observations of the deep currents in the Indian Ocean, to see how these interacted with those which flowed westwards from further to their south. The study of plankton would continue throughout the expedition. That November the area lived up to its reputation for fierce storms and wild seas. Discovery II was forced to remain hove to on several occasions and the scientists achieved little.


Gradually the wind decreased, and at last, on 21 November, the scientists could start their work in earnest. By now they were enjoying daylight for nearly eighteen hours a day. They came to the pack ice in late November. The original plan had been to take a zigzag course to cover as much distance as possible, but by then, because of after the stormy weather they had recently experienced, the ship’s fuel supply was becoming lower than they would have liked, so they stayed close to the ice-edge and followed its line eastward. 


After the stormy days at the first part of the voyage, the weather was as good as they might have hoped for the work they needed to do. The wind was light, the sea almost calm. The ship rolled gently, and there was time to pause for two periods each day. During these times, ‘stations’ as they called them, when the ship remained hove to, the scientists would lower nets into the water and take samples of the plankton and the other marine life which they then drew up. Their aim was to record the details not only of the biological and chemical data they found but also of the sea temperature, its salinity and its currents.3 They would then collate their results in their laboratories below deck, eventually to present them in the papers of the numerous ‘Discovery Reports’. 


Heavy pack ice blocked their way to the south, but Discovery II stayed at its edge and moved in and out of the lighter pack all day, staying for most of the time on about the 59th parallel, over 60 miles from the Antarctic mainland. They were all enjoying the opportunity to get on with the work they intended, scientists helped by mariners, carrying out stations at regular intervals.


RRS Discovery II was one of two ships working in the South Atlantic and in Antarctic waters for a Committee of the Colonial Office, the Discovery Commission, to research conditions in those waters. Many other conclusions would come from their research, but the overall brief was to find ways to maintain the whaling industry which in Arctic regions had all but run out of whale stock by the end of the nineteenth century. 


Captain Cook had reported vast numbers of whales in the southern waters over a hundred years before. Mindful of this, the whaling industry moved to the south, led by the Norwegians, whose Captain, Carl Anton Larson, built the first whaling station at Grytviken on the north-east coast of South Georgia in 1904. Whale oil, rendered down from the blubber, had been used extensively for candle wax, soaps and margarine, while the baleen from the bones of baleen whales was used for ladies’ stays. By the early twentieth century the advent of kerosene, vegetable oils, and Bakelite had, to a large degree, reduced the demand, but the unquenchable call for other items such as soap, margarine, lubrication and tanning continued unabated. The First World War, from 1914–1918, then led to a demand for glycerine, also extracted from whale oil, to supply the munitions industry. By the end of the war vast numbers of whales had been destroyed in Antarctic waters.


Self-regulation had not occurred within the whaling industry itself, and it looked increasingly as if the same fate would remove the whale stock in the Antarctic, just as it had had already devastated numbers in the north.4 The Falkland Island Dependencies, created in 1908, had come to rely on income from dues from the industry. It was feared that the whaling industry would soon be at risk and that, as a result, the whole economy of the Falkland Islands be challenged. Moves had begun before the 1914–18 war to investigate the situation further.5 The overall remit of the Discovery Commission was to help the enquiry into whale movements and their feeding grounds. For this the Commission delivered powerful and valuable findings. Originally intended to enable the protection of whales and so enhance the whaling industry, even in the 1930s, movements developed from their work to preserve whales for their own sake. Though at first considered by some as secondary to polar exploration on land, the focus of the Discovery Commission came to provide indispensable support for work in the Antarctic through the charting and survey work it undertook in addition to its scientific research.


A forerunner of the Discovery Committee was formed in 1918 to explore ways of conserving resources of the seas around the Antarctic. One of the Discovery Committee’s primary aims was the scientific regulation of the whale fisheries of the area, but it then inevitably included the study of all the other influences on the whale population, whether biological or oceanographical. Funded by the Colonial Office to which it was answerable, it became the official Discovery Committee in 1923, charged to review the natural resources of the Southern Ocean in all its aspects. In its lifetime the Committee sponsored a series of expeditions to southern waters, to research the biology and hydrography of the entire area. Work began in 1925, and a Marine Station was built at Grytviken in South Georgia as a base for research.6 These ‘commissions’, as the expeditions were known, would result in a wide range of findings which were steadily reported to the various subcommittees of the Discovery Committee. Sometimes gradually, sometimes dramatically, they helped to change views both about whaling and about the nature of the southern oceans.7 


The first ship the Discovery Committee sent to the South was RRS Discovery, the wooden ship powered by steam and sail and icon of the Heroic Age of Antarctic exploration, best known for her part in the British National Antarctic Expedition under Captain Scott between 1901 and 1904. The Committee took on a second ship, the RRS William Scoresby, in 1925–6. Dependent on sail as well as steam, William Scoresby was purpose-built for research and whale-marking. The process of marking consisted of firing a dart, later a small harpoon, described as a long bullet, into the whale’s blubber. This was long enough to become sufficiently embedded in the blubber and so able to be found by workers at a flensing station, should it be caught, but not so big as to cause harm. If the whale were subsequently taken, the harpoon would identify its area of origin. Use of the harpoon provided interesting information on the movement of whales. Scientists on William Scoresby continued in this work until the start of the Second World War and produced valuable results throughout the time the method was practised.8


The original Discovery, however,became unsuitable for the kind of study the scientists were beginning to envisage. Though constructed of wood, and therefore highly suitable for work in heavy ice, by the mid-1920s she was proving too slow for the work being planned in more open seas and around the entire Antarctic continent. 


Encouraged by Stanley Kemp, its chief scientist at the time, the Committee drew up specifications for a ship which would be both faster and more versatile, and so able to work more efficiently and over a wider area. Discovery II,as the new ship was named, was not intended to enter the thick pack ice of the coastal Antarctic regions so could be built of steel. She might not have the strength of the old-style wooden ships whose bows were able to ride up when confronted by heavier ice, but she would offer better accommodation for living, provide far more space for scientific work, and carry equipment considerably superior to what the scientists had previously used. Some whaling ships were built of steel, with strengthening for light pack ice. New whaling ships of the factory variety had shown it was possible for a steel ship to enter light pack ice, provided the hull was reinforced to resist any she was likely to meet. As a result, strengthening for work in light floes was eventually built into the specifications for the new ship. To this end, Discovery II’s bow and forefoot were designed not only to assist in her steering but also to help her to break light pack ice with reasonable ease. Among many other important features, the rudder was a particular item chosen for upgrade and was much heavier and larger than would normally be required.9 This enabled the ship to remain on course until almost stationary, an important point, as she frequently had to remain in one place when scientists worked stations or officers took soundings. Discovery II had a cruising range of 8,000 miles at full speed, while at an economic speed she could cruise for 10,500 miles. All aspects of Discovery II would be checked and refitted every time she returned to London at the end of a commission, and equipment was regularly upgraded.10


When she was launched in late 1929 Discovery II held an excellent range of scientific equipment, representing the best of the time. She had on board two laboratories, one for biological work, the other for physical and chemical research, with doors leading directly onto the deck and steel storm doors for protection in stormy weather. She contained newly devised aids for surveying, the latest depth-sounding equipment, recorders, and an anemometer. Living conditions were reasonable for the time, with single cabins for the officers and senior scientists on either side of the ship. The petty officers enjoyed double cabins, the seamen bunks. The wardroom for the officers offered accommodation for up to twenty people. It seemed small when all the officers and scientists met together, and even smaller when they entertained visitors on board. Windows on three sides let sufficient light into the oak-panelled room to relieve the gloom. The wardroom had a small table as well as two dining tables. Small bookshelves, with books carefully chosen for their variety and interest, and a wine locker completed the effects. In spite of its seemingly limited size, the wardroom made an excellent meeting place.


In three commissions between late 1929 and early summer, 1935, the research ship covered many thousands of miles. She was the first to circumnavigate the Antarctic continent and in her first six years had produced major scientific results. The earliest work had focused on the whale population and its distribution. Other important topics soon emerged to cover a wide range of fields, from the location and supply of plankton and crustacea to the movement of whales, and from geology to hydrology. Conscious of the range of temperature between summer and winter, they made careful note of the movement of currents, the salts and gases which were dissolved in the water and much more.11 By December 1935 more than ten of the thirty-seven volumes of Discovery Reports had been published. Scientists had charted the movement of the ocean currents. Marine staff had surveyed crucial areas of Antarctic waters and contributed widely to Admiralty charts. They made important advances by providing answers for gaps in hydrography and cartography which had remained unfilled from the days of explorers such as Cook and Bellingshausen.12 The Meteorological Office depended on their ice reports which, when published, were sent to other such offices in Australia and the United States and used by seamen throughout the southern hemisphere.13 Discovery II’s findings exceeded anything anyone had anticipated in the early days of the Committee.14


		

	




Chapter 2 FOURTH COMMISSION



Now fresh from a refit which took place between June and September 1935, after her return from the third commission, Discovery II was in the early stages of her fourth expedition to the Antarctic. The refit had been extensive. In addition to the usual repairs, the research ship had two new searchlights fitted, one on each side of the bridge. The gear for recording the depth of water had been upgraded. The original system which relied on Lucas and Kelvin machines was retained, but Discovery II now had two echo-sounding machines which met Admiralty requirements for taking soundings: two deep-water sounders and a machine for work in shallow water, all incorporating the latest technology. Both the shortwave and the longwave transmitters were replaced with newer sets, hired from Marconi.1 The motorboat was repaired extensively. Some of the engine parts were replaced.2 


The programme for this new expedition had been carefully prepared and was both exciting and challenging. It included the acquisition of further information about the movement of water and of plankton. Hoping to build on the experience of the second commission when they first circumnavigated the Antarctic continent, the scientists planned to get as close to the ice edge as possible and look at the number of whales in each area. In so doing, they intended, during the months of the Antarctic summer to come, to circumnavigate afresh the entire continent to complete that survey, and to follow up other research first done in 1933–1934 on the number of whales at the ice edge.


On leaving Cape Town they would take a line of stations, working first from east to southeast and then southwards to the ice edge south of the Kerguelen Islands. Their aim was to have more precise information about the role played by the deep currents of the Indian Ocean and the part they played in the current which flowed westward from there towards the Weddell Sea. Next, when they worked south of the western coast of Australia, they intended to find detailed information about the current which left the Indian Ocean in that region and could then be traced eastwards as far as the west coast of South America. They planned also to spend some time determining the movement of currents south of Tasmania and New Zealand which flowed there from the Ross Sea and of which they had little knowledge. At the same time, they would check the properties and plankton of the water in these currents. These projects would take them until around March 1936, the end of the summer season in the Antarctic. They would then make their way east and north-east to Port Stanley in the Falkland Islands, and from there move to South Georgia before returning to Cape Town at the end of the southern winter. Only then, before the next southern summer, would they pause and take time for refitting the vessel. Throughout the entire voyage they would be taking lines of stations, adding to their steadily accumulated knowledge.3 


It was stimulating work, but physically extremely challenging. Scientists, helped by sailors, spent many hours on deck in bitterly cold conditions, very frequently working overnight, straining with nets and heaving on ice-covered ropes to haul up bottles of water samples and meshes of biological specimens from a sea where the temperature was always sub-zero. For the sailors this was a specialised occupation. They were required to handle the ship in water that was frequently ice-infested, holding the vessel hove-to over long periods in order to answer the scientists’ carefully considered needs. But the sailors knew their role as support cast of a minutely and scrupulously planned programme. Central to the work was the close cooperation between the chief scientist and the captain. 


The chief scientist on this commission was George Deacon. The marine officer with executive command was Leonard Hill. Born in 1906, Deacon had joined the Discovery Commission in 1927 as a graduate in Chemistry from King’s College, London, and had served as Hydrologist from that time, sailing first on William Scoresby. He then sailed with Discovery II from 1930–1933. By the time Deacon became chief scientist for the fourth commission in 1935 he had already identified the Antarctic convergence, the point where cold water from the south met warmer water of the north. His seminal account, A General Account of the Hydrology of the South Atlantic Ocean, was published in the Discovery Reports of 1933.4 This was a groundbreaking study which created the basis for all such future enquiries. 


Hill, three years younger, had been appointed captain in August 1935, just four months before.5 Aged only just 27 when he took command, he was considerably younger than the two previous masters, William Carey and Andrew Nelson. This ‘old man’, as the captain was affectionately known, was far from old. But, young as he was, he had experienced all weathers and conditions.


He first joined the staff of the Discovery Committee in late 1931.6 Having sailed in 1931 on William Scoresby to the Falkland Islands and from there to South Georgia, he joined Discovery II in early 1932. He signed his first entry in Discovery II’s logbook when she sailed from Grytviken on the evening of 1 March 1935. Hill soon impressed Captain Carey by his calm and competent manner, by his good relationships with the others, and his ability to lead.7 He became chief officer in the autumn of 1933 under Captain Nelson. In this role he had all but commanded the ship on her return from South America earlier in 1935 when Nelson was unfit. His experience was well-rounded but, because of his young age and looks, Hill’s appointment as commanding officer surprised a number of the men. In the journal he kept throughout his time in Discovery II, Leonard Thomas, working below decks as a fireman, notes how at the outset Hill was undoubtedly on approval with the seamen on board ship.8 


At the time of his appointment no-one questioned Hill’s navigational skills, but some of the Discovery Committee queried whether one so young would have the ability to manage the other men on his staff. Not long before there had been tensions on board Discovery II between some members of the marine staff.9 As recently as September 1935, a disgruntled member of the ship’s personnel had presented the Discovery Committee with a complaint about some perceived events on board ship earlier in the year. A full enquiry into this had been dismissed as unnecessary and serving no useful purpose. How would Hill, as Master, cope if that sort of thing arose again, this time under his command? 


J.O. Borley, the Secretary of the Committee, had written privately to an influential member of the Committee, James Mann Wordie, to express his concerns. Borley went so far as to ask Wordie whether it might be advisable to send a senior naval officer, such as the Hydrographer to the Navy, to be with the ship as far as Cape Town to give her a good start. The Hydrographer, Borley suggested, would offer invaluable advice to the young captain, and subsequently report back to the Committee.10 Wordie, whom Borley frequently consulted for his measured opinion, dismissed this idea outright. It would show, Wordie replied, insufficient trust in the new captain. Far better to leave it to Hill and Deacon to handle between them any problem that might arise. The Hydrographer might, perhaps, sail with Hill and Discovery II for the first twenty-four hours, but for longer would be unwise.11 In spite of Wordie’s reply, a confidential meeting was called to discuss the question, but nothing more was heard on the matter.12 It was known that Hill commanded the respect of the men, and Committee members who attended that meeting clearly felt they could rely on their new captain to handle clashes of personality. Wordie, however, wrote privately to Hill just before Discovery II left St Katharine’s Dock in October, asking whether he felt up to the task. Hill took his time to reply, waiting until he had a moment in Cape Town itself. Perhaps he had been unsure what to write, but when eventually he did respond he said he knew Deacon well, they were old friends, and between them they would ‘manage fine’.13 It was clear, even by the time Discovery II reached Cape Town, that relationships among the ship’s personnel were running smoothly. The mood on board was reflected in the image they projected on shore and they always left a good impression in Cape Town. In the words of the Commander-in-Chief, Africa Station, who had written to Vice Admiral Sir Percy Douglas, of the Discovery Commission, less than a year before:


I think the ‘Discovery II’ fellows are doing very well. People at the Cape think highly of them, and I look forward to seeing them again in a few months’ time.14 


There was no sign that their good reputation there changed in any way after their visit in Autumn 1935.


As First Officer on the previous commission, Hill had already made it clear that not only the seamen but also the officers should help the scientists as much as possible.15 He now asked for some immediate changes, requiring from the start that, during the ordinary routine of the voyage, the ship’s officers would assist Deacon three nights a week with the hoist of deep-water bottles. In Hill’s view it was important for the officers to realise just how difficult it was to handle the scientific gear, and Deacon clearly appreciated the extra help. Now too, in addition to their normal navigational duties, the officers were to share the echo sounding watches. Hill appointed Richard Walker, the new chief officer, to have the main oversight of this task. The ship’s doctor, J.R. Strong, and the laboratory assistant, B.F. McCarthy, would assist him. McCarthy already had a good knowledge of this part of the work and helped Walker considerably in his new duties.16 Soon the ship settled in well to its regular routine. Everyone adapted to the new hierarchy and Deacon and Hill were content with the share each had as leaders of the expedition, the one as head of scientific work, the other as overall commander of Discovery II. Their ability to discuss their movements at every stage was crucial and their relationship was good. The project was progressing well. 


For several days they had been skirting the ice edge, moving in and out of ice streams, steadily working their way eastwards. They were taking short zigzags as they went and were coping easily with the smaller chunks of ice, known as growlers and bergy bits. Even the occasional areas of pack ice were causing no problem. Now, on the morning of 4 December, they had reached a point well over 2,000 miles south-west of Australia, and just over 400 miles from the Antarctic mainland. At 59° 44′S 99° 05′ E, they had reached a parallel at which they had previously worked after leaving South Georgia on earlier commissions. This suited their research admirably. The ship was moving at a reasonable speed between stations. The wind blowing from the south-east was no more than a fresh breeze, the waves were barely lengthening. Only a gentle swell affected the ship’s position, and the visibility was good. Conditions for work were proving as comfortable as they could expect. They could ask for little more.


Suddenly a stir ran through the ship. A.E.Morris, the telegraph operator, sitting at the telegraph station in his cabin on the main deck, blinked his eyes in surprise as he listened to his shortwave radio. It was not for him to speak of what he read, so he simply sent the message to the bridge where the captain and the chief scientist were talking of the day ahead. Hill looked at the message in silence, then handed it to Deacon:


Practical means of cooperating in search for Lincoln Ellsworth and colleague are under consideration. You should proceed with all possible despatch to Melbourne. Further instructions will follow. Report noon position daily. Secretary.17


‘Abandon Stations and make for Melbourne’ they each registered in puzzled silence, ‘with the utmost despatch.’ They gasped in dismay. They were pleased with the way work was going. They had not expected, and certainly did not want, an interruption to its progress. While Hill composed his reply to the Discovery Committee, Deacon went quickly down to the wardroom situated on the level below, on the level of the main deck, where scientists and those officers who were not on duty were at breakfast. They too sat back in surprise. ‘We’re going to Melbourne. Right now!’ Deacon said, waving the telegram in the air. ‘Top speed!’


Deacon, normally always calm and measured, spoke more crisply than usual. He, above all, knew how well their research had been going. So much at the mercy of the weather conditions, they were currently able to move quite freely in the region they were examining. The ice was relatively light, and the few streams of it they did meet could be nudged aside gently.18 Results were proving highly satisfactory.
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