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			For Cliff, 

			who always believed in me

			

			

		


		
			Buenos Aires, Argentina, October 1914

			Perce Blackborow

			Too Young

			It’s nearly more than I can bear,

			being left behind. Outraged

			that I am not allowed

			on the most amazing adventure ever,

			because I’m but nineteen.

			This thick Argentine steak

			sticks in my throat, it does.

			Then Billy says one word,

			stowaway,

			and the darkness lifts.

			Who would have guessed

			when our ship ran aground on shoals,

			we would meet the great explorer,

			Sir Ernest Shackleton.

			Now Billy is going with him

			to march across Antarctica,

			and I am not.

			Could I do it? Stow away?

			Who’s on watch tonight?

			

		


		
			Stowaway

			Crouched behind oilskins in Billy’s locker,

			I wait for a biscuit, a sip of water

			slipped from the galley. The rising swell

			slams me shoulder to shoulder

			like cargo stowed in the hold.

			Billy hasn’t washed his socks in months.

			The smell brings bile to my mouth.

			When the door swings open, I vomit.

			Billy holds the pail.

			We’re too far from shore now.

			Get moving, Perce. He won’t turn around.

			The worst that can happen, he leaves

			you behind with the whalers.

			Three days of crouching and my legs

			won’t unbend. Voices approach.

			Leave me, I tell him. Get away.

			He shoves me in and shuts the door.

			I wait. My heart pounds.

			My head feels light, floating.

			When the latch opens,

			a hand snatches me out,

			drags me to the one place

			I don’t want to go—Shackleton’s cabin.

			I try to stand, but his rage

			batters like a storm.

			Mr. Wild, his second in command,

			drops me down into a chair

			where I cringe at the Boss’s fury.

			There is a pause. I look at him.

			

			Is it the eye of the storm? His face

			comes so close I can see red

			lines along the whites of his eyes.

			Maybe he hasn’t slept much more than me.

			He thunders, If we run out of food

			and anyone must be eaten, you will be first.

			Understand?

			Behind him, Mr. Wild turns to the wall,

			his shoulders shaking.

			Laughter?

			Then I understand, I do.

			I find my voice.

			They’d get a lot more meat off you, sir.

			He looks at me without a smile.

			Take him to the cook, Mr. Wild.

			

		


		
			Accepted

			I rise, legs still wobbly

			and look round the Boss’ cabin:

			a poem framed on one wall,

			shelves lined with books on another,

			maps and journals lie open,

			a typewriter perches on a plank table top,

			a temperature gauge hangs from a nail.

			My knees buckle in this hall of greatness.

			Mr. Wild guides me out across the deck.

			The smell of his pipe reminds me of my empty belly.

			I refuse to look Billy’s way,

			avoid Walter How’s glance.

			The Boss need not know who helped me.

			In the galley, Charlie Green looks up from his dough,

			eyes wide as stew pots on his cook stove.

			I’ve gone from temporary steward

			rejected as too young, to stowaway,

			and now to steward again.

			Charlie laughs and pours me hot milk.

			While the drink warms my insides,

			I wonder at my good fortune.

			Mrs. Chippy, the carpenter’s cat,

			curls around my legs,

			purrs a familiar welcome.

			

		


		
			
The Carpenter

			I see him run his hands along the curving bow

			as though the rough wood were a woman’s skin.

			The Endurance. She is a barkentine with three masts,

			the forward sail square-rigged to catch the wind.

			Chippy sees me watching him.

			A bonnie lady, he says.

			But if ye would know her true beauty,

			ye must look inside where ye’ll see her keel.

			Four pieces of solid oak be laid one above the other

			’til the thickness measures seven feet, the full length of her.

			Her sides be made of mountain fir

			from Norway, and she’s sheathed stem t’ stern

			with greenheart. Ay, greenheart, heavy as iron

			and my tools, fine as they be, will not

			work greenheart, so tough and firm.

			She boasts double the frames of most ships

			and those double the size. Four feet thick

			at the bow where she’ll meet the ice,

			each timber carved from a single tree,

			its growth matching her curves.

			I think he’d be pleased to meet

			the carpenter who crafted her.

			Maybe he sees the shipwright

			the same as I see the Boss,

			a master at his craft.

			You would think a man who can measure

			a length of board to fit a space

			without using a ruler would know

			how to tell the difference in cats.

			Chippy should have checked his kitty

			before he named that tomcat Mrs. Chippy.  

			Who brings a kitty to the South Pole?

			But then, who stows away to such a place either?
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		The Weddell Sea

		Sir Ernest Shackleton

			We left South Georgia without a word from home,

			no mail ship came with news of how the war goes on.

			We know not what we’ll find

			upon returning from this journey.

			Already I see we cannot

			accomplish our goal in just one season.

			It will take two years, but I keep this to myself.

			The temperatures are too cold too soon.

			Ice much farther north than ever before.

			The whalers say we cannot sail this sea.

			They do not understand.

			It’s not the wind that drives me,

			nor the ice that stands in my way.

			The years have made me hard;

			savage longing spurs me onward.

			I can be persistent.

			I can push and finagle and schmooze

			my way around objections like a tidal wave.

			And yet, this tightness grows in my chest,

			a pressure ridge between my ribs

			and I sit in its grip as we wage

			our white warfare,

			one I intend to win.

			

		


		
			
Scientists at Work

			The Boss brought along a first-rate

			collection of scientists for the expedition.

			I’ve heard stories of how he selected them.

			Mr. Wordie says he was chosen at the last minute

			to lead a three-man team with the aim

			to discover how the mountains of Graham Land

			are connected to mountains the Boss and Amundsen found

			when they searched for the South Pole.

			Mr. James, the physicist, says the Boss asked

			if his teeth were good, if he could sing,

			and if he had good circulation.  

			Yes, he’d answered, except one finger 

			that goes dead in cold weather.

			Would you mind losing it? the Boss asked.

			Mr. James said he’d risk it.

			Mr. Hussey, the meteorologist, says 

			the Boss picked him because he looked funny, 

			and made him promise to bring his banjo.

			Mr. Clark, the biologist, doesn’t say much

			until he pulls up some specimen from the sea.

			Then he prattles on like a schoolgirl.

			Captain Orde-Lees came from the Royal Marines,

			but he knows all about motor sledges, even built some himself.

			When he found that the scientists were to work 

			alongside the crew, he was not happy. 

			He grumbles about blistered hands

			and says he despises scrubbing spittle-stained decks.

			He even goes so far as to say the work is not proper

			for a refined gentleman. 

			

			He is no favorite on the ship.

			And he gets seasick. 

			How can a seaman get seasick?

			He explains that a big gunboat doesn’t bob around

			in the ocean like the Endurance does.

			

		


		
			
Feedingthe Dogs 

			Two tons of whale meat hangs in the rigging,

			blood dripping on dogs and deck.

			    

				Rugby, Bristol, Buller, Chips

				Songster, Sandy, Sadie, Skipper

			I pace the planks, pail in hand and toss out

			meat and blubber to the crazed animals.

			    

				Wolf, Ulysses, Satan, Saint

				Wallaby, Paddy, Amundsen, Smuts

			Not huskies, as some might expect.

			Part mongrel, every one.

				Splitlip, Jasper, Simeon, Sweep

				Snapper, Painful, Hackenschmidt, Fluff

			The men had a hand in the names.

			For some there’s no explanation.

				Lupoid, Slippery, Peter, Sooty

				Blackie, Brownie, Jerry, Swanker

			When satisfied, they are good company,

			even to the hardest among us.

				Bob, Samson, Spotty, Sub

				Elliott, Steamer, Chirgwin, Luke

			I watch Mr. Wild combing the fur on Soldier’s back

			while the big dog nuzzles his armpit.

			

				Spider, Sailor, Dismal, Gruss

				Upton, Surly, Soldier, Alti

			Chippy built kennels on the deck,

			his cat drives them mad, prancing just out of reach.    

			    

				Mack, Jamie, Mercury, Martin

				Shakespeare, Hercules, Millhill, Sue

			They snarl, tangle, snap and brawl,

			as each asserts superiority.

				Caruso, Bosun, Slobbers, Roy

				Sammy, Tim, Snowball, Stumps

			They howl at the moon, malinger like children,

			but they have become our companions.

			 

				Sally, Steward, Bummer, Sidelights

				Rufus, Roger, Noel, Judge

			

		


		
			The Veterans

			They say we are headed to the cruelest

			place in the world, but the Boss says it’s the last

			great challenge in the last place on earth.

			Mr. Wild tells of the Nimrod expedition.

			The Boss called it off 


			ninety-seven miles from the pole.

			That took courage, he says. He could have  

			sacrificed us all. I’d had my fill of polar exploration.

			We hadn’t made it.

			We were frostbit and half-starved,

			and we might not make it home.

			The Boss forced me to eat his breakfast biscuit.

			A thousand pounds wouldn’t have bought that biscuit.

			But it bought the boss a loyal mate.

			The second officer, Tom Crean, is a big Irishman

			who once walked over thirty miles in sub-zero

			cold with only three biscuits and two sticks

			of chocolate to save two sick companions.

			He got a medal for his bravery.

			Alf Cheetham, the third officer, an old salt

			full of tales, has sailed four times to Antarctica

			and reminds me of a wiry bantam hen

			when he stands near the Irish Giant.

			The men call Mr. Hurley “The Prince,”

			not always as a compliment. He swears

			with Australian abandon as he climbs the ropes

			and perches high above the sea,

			cranking the handle of his cinemascope

			or clicking the camera to capture the ship,

			

			the men, the sea. He’ll do anything for a good shot.

			He fell into a flayed whale on South Georgia

			and screamed until the whalers pulled him out.

			Marston is our artist. Wrapped in furs, he looks like

			a great bear. A bit moody, I think, but talented

			with his hands. He mends the soles of our boots

			better than a cobbler, and sketches scenes uncommonly real.

			Thomas McLeod has been at sea since he was fourteen.

			He’s one of the oldest on the ship. A superstitious

			sailor, he warns me again and again against whistling

			aboard the ship, says it conjures stormy seas.

			I feel the honor of sailing with such men, I do.

			They say we are headed to the cruelest place on earth.

			I say adventure has shaped them and made them

			who they are. I wonder.

			How will this adventure shape me?

			

		


		
			The Pack

			Three days out and the sea has turned to ice.

			Frank Worsley, our Skipper, shakes his head.

			Too soon, he mutters as we pull into pack ice.

			It’s just as the whalers warned, but

			I know the Boss won’t turn back.

			With war at home, this is his only chance

			to make the crossing of the continent.

			A mother humpback and two babes

			cruise the edges of the ice.

			So many birds.

			Fulmars, a bit like gulls.

			Blue-gray prions,

			Cape pigeons, penguins and petrels.

			A great wandering albatross circles the sky.

			The pack is a huge barrier around the continent.

			The swell dashes great chunks of ice together with sickening thuds.
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